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Preface

American constitutionalism represents this country’s greatest 
gift to human freedom. This book demonstrates how its ideals, ideas, and 
institutions influenced different peoples, in different lands, and at differ-
ent times for more than two hundred years. But the story of its influence 
abroad remains largely untold.1

 This oversight is not for lack of scholars addressing the subject but 
for their narrow definition of two key terms: “American constitutional-
ism” and “influence.” Most writers have equated American constitution-
alism solely with the U.S. Constitution, one being viewed as the written 
expression of the other. To them, the measure of influence is the degree 
to which foreign constitutionalists copied this or that specific feature from 
the American charter. Not surprisingly, such scholars have concluded that 
the influence of American constitutionalism abroad is, in the words of 
one, “shallow and unstable.”2

 American constitutional influence is, however, more substantial and 
stable than critics have alleged. The complete expression of American 
constitutionalism derives not from a single document but rather from 
a collection of six texts written between 1776 and 1791. Besides the U.S. 
Constitution, these include the Declaration of Independence, the first 
state constitutions, the Articles of Confederation, The Federalist, and the 
Bill of Rights. All reflect the revolutionary republican constitutionalism of 
the founding era and articulate the principles of American constitutional-
ism. That decade and a half remains the greatest creative period of consti-
tutional thought in all of American history: never again did the country’s 
thinkers achieve such brilliance.
 Nor has the meaning of the term influence been fully understood. Influ-
ence is as often indirect as direct and more subtle than obvious. The con-
cepts of governance contained in the six seminal documents served not 
only as models for foreign constitutionalists and but also as catalysts, mo-
tivating them to reconsider their options. Carl J. Friedrich, a distinguished 
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political scientist, described American influence best when he observed 
that “American constitutionalism’s greatest impact occurred not by having 
American institutions taken over lock, stock, and barrel, but by stimulat-
ing men into thinking out the various alternatives confronting them.”3

 Evidence for tracing influence may be found in a wide range of sources: 
the transnational history of ideas, foreign translations of American con-
stitutional documents, records of foreign constitutional conventions, 
writings of major thinkers abroad who publicized American ideas, and 
exchanges between American constitutionalists and their foreign counter-
parts. But such sources raise a recurring problem: how to distinguish the 
influence of American precedents from that of other constitutional prac-
tices. At what point, for example, does resemblance indicate not influence 
but a simple parallelism? Given the absence of written records in many 
instances, it is difficult to discover precisely how American ideas and 
institutions shaped directly or indirectly the constitutionalisms of other 
countries. Nonetheless, with careful analysis, it is possible to determine 
with a fair degree of accuracy where such influence occurred.
 Viewing American constitutionalism from a perspective outside of 
American history and as an extension of European history is one way of 
overcoming the parochial and nationalistic tendencies of some American 
scholars.4 To approach the study from this viewpoint, as William H. Mc-
Neill, the eminent world historian, reminds us, is not to diminish but to 
enrich it:

Looking at the history of this nation as part of a larger process of Euro-
pean expansion may seem calculated to deprive the United States of its 
uniqueness. But appropriately moderated to recognize both differences 
and uniformities, it seems . . . this perspective provides a far more ad-
equate and comprehensive vision of our past than anything older nation-
alistic histories of liberty and prosperity had to offer. It puts the United 
States back into the world as one of a family of peoples and nations simi-
larly situated with respect to the old centers of European civilization.5

This call for a broader perspective may help prevent the provincialism 
that has sometimes led to an overemphasis on American exceptionalism: 
the idea that America is unique, distinctive, and fundamentally different 
from Europe and the rest of the world.
 American constitutionalism has always been part of the much larger 
tradition called Western constitutionalism. Composed of a combination 
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of Britain’s long constitutional heritage, America’s quasi-independent 
constitutionalism, and France’s novel constitutionalism emerging from 
the French Revolution, this constitutional cohort held sway throughout 
much of the Western world for more than two centuries. Although mod-
ern Western constitutionalism developed during America’s revolution-
ary era, it was an integral part of the history of the expansion of Europe, 
which some historians refer to as the “Europeanization of the world.”6 Al-
though the three nations did not always maintain friendly relations, their 
constitutional values remained remarkably similar. They espoused liberal 
constitutional democracy, the rule of law, and recognition of individual 
rights. Within this constitutional constellation, however, the United States 
remained a subordinate partner until it became a superpower in the mid-
twentieth century and assumed firm leadership.
 The book is divided into two parts. Part 1 deals with the definitions of 
“constitution” and “constitutionalism.” Employing a documentary history 
methodology, it introduces each of the six documents, demonstrating 
how they contributed separately and collectively to American constitu-
tionalism. More than that of any other single document, the Declaration’s 
egalitarian spirit touched the lives of American citizens at home, even if 
it initially excluded African Americans, Native Americans, women, and 
other socially disadvantaged groups. Abroad, the Declaration sometimes 
determined the actual wording of foreign constitutions, but even when 
it did not, it often inspired and informed the ideas of the men drafting 
them. The first American state constitutions were responsible for four re-
markable political “inventions” that became norms for worldwide prac-
tices: the idea of a written constitution, the constituent constitutional 
convention, the process for ratifying a constitution, and the procedure for 
amending one. From the Articles of Confederation came the beginnings 
of constitutional federalism, a solution useful in countries with diverse re-
gions, populations, and cultures. The Constitution itself contributed three 
monumental institutions to subsequent worldwide debates regarding 
governance: presidentialism, federalism, and judicial review. The Federal-
ist, always more a commentary than a blueprint, taught foreign consti-
tutionalists much about reconciling national power with social diversity 
and personal liberty. The bills of rights in the American state and federal 
constitutions, along with the bill of rights traditions in Britain and France, 
profoundly influenced constitution makers abroad.
 Part 2, which forms the main body of this book, is organized by time 
and space. It traces the influence of American constitutionalism abroad 
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from the time of the Declaration to the disintegration of the Soviet em-
pire in 1989. Emerson’s memorable phrase about the opening shot of the 
Revolution being “heard round the world” provides both a meaningful ti-
tle and a way of dividing that long era into seven peak periods designated 
as “echoes.”
 The first echo (1776–1800) launched a round of American-influenced 
constitutions in northwestern Europe and its hinterlands. In the second 
echo, beginning in 1811, Latin American and Caribbean revolutions pro-
duced a rash of constitutions in the newly independent republics in that 
region. Europe’s 1848 revolutions resulted in the appearance of similar 
documents in the third echo, and America’s acquisition of a colonial em-
pire after the Spanish-American War led to the creation of new constitu-
tions comprising the fourth echo. A series of new charters in the post–
World War I era made up the fifth echo. During the sixth echo—World 
War II and its aftermath (1945 to 1974)—the global influence of Ameri-
can constitutionalism reached a crescendo. The seventh echo (1974–1989) 
exceeded even that climax when more countries than ever before made 
transitions from nondemocratic regimes to constitutional democracies.
 Western constitutionalism was transformed during the seventh echo. It 
had flourished after 1776 (along with its American component) as coun-
tries worldwide emulated the West and its constitutional democracy. Fol-
lowing the defeat of fascism in World War II, Western constitutionalism 
underwent a significant change when the United States assumed leader-
ship. The American model found itself facing a new challenge from the 
socialist model based on Marxist–Leninist communism that dominated 
large areas of the non-Western world. Throughout the cold war, the two 
models battled for world supremacy, but in 1989, communist regimes in 
Europe began collapsing as many countries became constitutional democ-
racies. That year was a major turning point in global history, when the 
forces of democracy exceeded those of autocracy for the first time. Two of 
the world’s great revolutions, the American in 1776 and the European in 
1989, served as bookends to indicate the course that American constitu-
tionalism had taken.
 American Constitutionalism Heard Round the World concludes on a 
note of caution rather than the celebratory tone adopted by triumphalist 
scholars who trumpeted 1989 as the definitive victory for constitutional 
democracy. They claimed that it would become universal and continue in 
perpetuity. In contrast, this book argues that the influence of American 
constitutionalism has always been limited despite its impressive spread 
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worldwide. Indeed, when democratizing countries sought guidance on 
constitutionalism, they often turned to the British or French models. Even 
when they resorted to the American model, the influence was frequently 
indirect, resulting in hybrid constitutions. Indigenous political traditions 
also sometimes strongly resisted assimilation. Nor has the story of Amer-
ican constitutionalism abroad been a validation of Whig history, which 
views progress as an engine of change moving inevitably on an onward 
and upward trajectory. In fact, the influence of American constitution-
alism has both waxed and waned over time. Vast regions of the world, 
moreover, such as those where Confucian and Islamic cultures prevail, 
have resisted the simple adoption of the American constitutional model 
or European Enlightenment ideas. Although the late twentieth century 
witnessed an unprecedented growth of constitutional democracies, there 
is no way to predict whether American constitutional influence will con-
tinue to expand in the foreseeable future. Despite such caveats, there can 
be little doubt that the influence of American constitutionalism abroad 
was profound in the past and remains a remarkable contribution to hu-
mankind’s search for freedom under a system of laws.7


