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Background to the Seminar Paper

My first research topic had been prompted by depictions of Washington
from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that depicted him as a clas-
sical politician or even a classical god. As that project progressed, however,
it became clear that the primary contribution of the ancient world to Amer-
ican political thought had been to discussions of the state as a whole, the
concept of citizenship or the formation of legislative assemblies. The ex-

1



ecutive branch, therefore, was something that I decided to examine more
closely as a separate project. The literature that discusses the Presidency
is, naturally, vast, but with surprisingly few exceptions, at least for the
period of the early republic, it is a literature that focuses on the Presidency
as an office shaped by its holders. There are good reasons why this is so,
and the paper presented here hints at some of them, but this research pro-
ject sets out to examine broader, competing notions of executive power in
this period. It emphasizes the search for a distinctively republican, Amer-
ican language to describe an office that critics within and outside America
compared with monarchy, in the context of evolving understandings of the
Constitution. Within this broader theme, as this paper also suggests, I am
particularly interested in breaking down two assumptions: firstly that all
aspects of American political thought were equally developed in the 1780s
and 1790s, and secondly that, as Hamilton put it in Federalist 35, ‘With
regard to the learned professions, little need be observed; they truly form
no distinct interest in society.’
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