
What the Founders Meant: The History and
Legacy of the Constitution
The Constitution of the United States is a remarkable document that has
shaped the course of American history. It is a testament to the wisdom and
foresight of the Founding Fathers, who crafted a framework for government
that has endured for over two centuries.

The Constitution is not just a legal document. It is also a reflection of the
values and beliefs of the people who wrote it. In "What the Founders
Meant," historian Gordon Wood explores the intellectual and political
context in which the Constitution was created. He argues that the Founders
were deeply influenced by the Enlightenment, and that their goal was to
create a government that would protect individual liberty and promote the
common good.

Wood's book is a fascinating and informative account of the history and
legacy of the Constitution. It is a must-read for anyone who wants to
understand the foundations of American democracy.
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The Enlightenment and the American Founding

The Enlightenment was a philosophical movement that flourished in Europe
in the 18th century. It emphasized reason, individualism, and the natural
rights of man. The Founders were deeply influenced by the Enlightenment,
and their ideas about government were shaped by its principles.

The Founders believed that all men are created equal and that they have
certain natural rights, such as the right to life, liberty, and property. They
also believed that government should be limited in its power, and that it
should be accountable to the people.

These ideas are reflected in the Constitution, which establishes a system of
government based on the separation of powers. The legislative branch
makes the laws, the executive branch enforces the laws, and the judicial
branch interprets the laws. This system of checks and balances helps to
prevent any one branch of government from becoming too powerful.

The Constitution also includes a Bill of Rights, which guarantees certain
individual freedoms, such as the freedom of speech, religion, and the right
to bear arms. These rights are essential to the preservation of individual
liberty, and they have been upheld by the Supreme Court on numerous
occasions.

The Legacy of the Constitution

The Constitution has been the foundation of American democracy for over
two centuries. It has survived wars, economic depressions, and social
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upheavals. It has also been amended 27 times, but its basic principles
have remained intact.

The Constitution is a living document that has been interpreted and
reinterpreted over time. But its core values—liberty, equality, and self-
government—have endured. These values continue to inspire Americans
today, and they will continue to shape the course of American history for
generations to come.

"What the Founders Meant" is a masterful work of history that provides a
deep understanding of the Constitution and its legacy. Wood's book is
essential reading for anyone who wants to understand the foundations of
American democracy.

Additional Resources

The Constitution of the United States

The Bill of Rights

The Declaration of Independence

The Federalist Papers

The Anti-Federalist Papers

About the Author

Gordon Wood is an American historian who specializes in the early history
of the United States. He is a professor of history at Brown University and
the author of several books, including "The Radicalism of the American
Revolution" and "Empire of Liberty: A History of the Early Republic, 1789-
1815."
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