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 Last month we traced the ideas that ended up in the Declaration of 
Independence and in the minds of many colonial Americans from Lilburne to Locke. 
This month we turn to the question of how those ideas got from Locke to the colonial 
Americans. 
 In 1959 Caroline Robbins, a British historian, published her book The Eighteenth-
Century Commonwealthman: Studies in the Transmission, Development and 
Circumstances of English Liberal Thought from the Restoration of Charles II until the 
War with the Thirteen Colonies.   In doing her research on Eighteenth Century England 
she found that a group of writers, most notably John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon, 
wrote about the natural rights and individual liberty ideas of John Locke.  They 
published a series of letters, the Cato letters, in British newspapers explaining their 
views.  
 In 1967, Bernard Bailyn’s book, The Ideological Origins of the American 
Revolution appeared.  He added to what Robbin’s had done.  He discovered that 
Trenchard and Gordon’s Cato letters were widely reprinted and circulated in the 
American colonies. Trenchard and Gordon took Locke’s abstract ideas and madie them 
more concrete.  They emphasized that government power was always the great enemy 
of liberty.  Bailyn asserted that the colonists read these pamphlets and essays and thus, 
the revolution was about ideas of liberty and individual freedom.  As Bailyn puts it “more 
than any other single group of writers, they shaped the mind of the Revolutionary 
generation.” ii 
 While he agreed partially with the view that the British authorities were indeed 
conspiring to take away American liberties, he added the layer of a well-read populace 
influenced by the ideas of Locke, the Scottish Enlightenment and the Levelers to 
provide the main reason and impetus for the break with England.  
 
 So, who should get credit for colonial American’s enthusiasm for Natural law and 
Natural rights?  Where does Locke fit?  Locke is in the middle.  Taking the ideas that 
Lilburne and the Levelers shared with Cooper, he developed a system of political 
philosophy.  Trenchard and Gordon simplified those ideas, made them more concrete 
and that’s how so many colonial Americans became conversant with the ideas 
attributed to John Locke. 
-- 

To wrap this up, next month I’m going to add some additional information to 
further explain and connect all of this.  For newer members reading some previous 
columns from Oct/Nov 2016 and Oct/Nov 2018 would help. And for members who were 
around in 2016/2018, re-reading them will refresh your memory. 

To access previous columns, go to the chapter webpage TampaSAR.org. Click 
on Chapter history.  Then click on newsletters. On the newsletter page, at the end of the 



1st line click “here” and a list of previous columns will come up organized by topic.  You 
can either just click on the month of the newsletter or go to the column page. 

 The first section next month will refer to the 2 parts on John Dickinson (Oct/Nov 
2016) and the debate over whether the colonists should have “justified the separation” 
based upon traditional “rights of Englishmen” or on natural law/natural rights.  

The second will refer to the 2 parts on Revolutionary war historiography (Oct/Nov 
2018) and where Bailyn’s book fits. 
 

 
 
ii This is debatable 


