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CITIZEN WARRIOR 

Columbus and Islam 

In 1492, Columbus sailed the ocean blue. We all know the New World was 

discovered because Christopher Columbus was looking for a trade route to the 

East. 

 

But why was he looking for a trade route? Because during its second great jihad, 

Islam had invaded Central Asia and defeated Constantinople in 1453, cutting off 

the overland route for Europeans. Islamic armies continued their jihad northward, 

and conquered much of what is now Eastern Europe, until they were finally 

stopped at the gates of Vienna in 1683 (on September 11th). 

 

Learn more about historical jihads here: Jihad Through History. 

 

Learn more about the principles of jihad as they are still applied today. 

 

Another way jihad helped create America: Thomas Jefferson's Quran. 

  

http://www.citizenwarrior.com/2008/10/islamic-memeplex-helped-create-america.html
http://www.citizenwarrior.com/2008/12/third-jihad.html
http://gatesofvienna.blogspot.com/2006/09/other-september-11th.html
http://www.citizenwarrior.com/2007/10/second-major-wave-of-jihad-turks-1071.html
http://www.citizenwarrior.com/2007/10/jihad-through-history.html
http://www.citizenwarrior.com/2009/05/terrifying-brilliance-of-islam.html
http://dttj.blogspot.com/2010/09/thomas-jeffersons-quran.html


JIHAD WATCH 

Hugh Fitzgerald: Columbus and His Muslim 

Connection 

Nov 9, 2017 10:08 am By Hugh Fitzgerald  

John Hamed, Jr. repeats as fact several myths about Muslims. The first one, 
discussed in the previous piece, is the claim made by the zoologist and amateur 
epigraphist Barry Fell, of an Arab presence in the New World as early as 700 A.D. 
This was followed by the three distinct claims made by Muslim “scholars” about 
Muslims and Christopher Columbus. These are: first, the assertion that Columbus’s 
navigator was an “Arab” and “Muslim”; second, that the Pinzon brothers, one of  
whom was captain of the Nina and the other the captain of the Pinta, were Muslims 
(or Moriscos, outwardly converts to Catholicism); third, that Columbus recorded in 
his papers having  seen a “mosque” on top of a mountain in Cuba. 

Let’s deal with that last claim first, that “mosque sighting” in Cuba. It was first 
reported by a certain “Dr.” Youssef Mroueh in an article in 1996. There is no record 
of a “Youssef Mroueh” receiving a doctoral degree, nor of any Youssef Mroueh with 
an academic affiliation. And in the article, “Dr. Mroueh” claims, without quoting 
the original words of Columbus’s papers, that he noted “seeing a mosque.” Here is 
Youssef Mroueh: “Columbus admitted in his papers that on Monday, October 
21,1492 [sic] CE while his ship was sailing near Gibara on the north-east coast of 
Cuba, he saw a mosque on top of a beautiful mountain.” 

Note that word “admitted,” as if Columbus had wanted to hide any evidence of a 

Muslim presence in Cuba. 

Why did Youssef Mroueh not quote Columbus? Here’s why: Columbus wrote 
“Señala la disposición del río y del puerto…, que tiene sus montañas hermosas y 
altas…, y una de ellas tiene encima otro montecillo a manera de una hermosa 
mezquita.” 

[unnamed editor] Relaciones y Cartas de Cristóbal Colón (1892), p. 49 

https://www.jihadwatch.org/2017/11/hugh-fitzgerald-columbus-and-his-muslim-connection
https://www.jihadwatch.org/2017/11/hugh-fitzgerald-columbus-and-his-muslim-connection
https://www.jihadwatch.org/author/laszlo
http://www.ncnewsonline.com/opinion/columns/quotes-give-incorrect-view-of-islam-muslims/article_fc732477-93d2-5ea2-9443-25acbdd49909.html
https://www.jihadwatch.org/2017/11/hugh-fitzgerald-john-hamed-jr-barry-fell-and-the-backdating-of-islam-in-america


In English: “Remarking on the position of the river and port…, he [Columbus] 
describes its mountains as lofty and beautiful…, and one of them has another little 
hill on its summit, like a graceful mosque.” — Clements R. Markham (tr.), The 

Journal of Christopher Columbus (1893), pp. 62-3 

Columbus did not write that he had seen a mosque but, rather, that he had seen 
one hill atop another, looking “like a graceful mosque.” Youssef Mroueh surely 
knew this, but didn’t want to let his readers know it. So he didn’t quote from  
Columbus, changed the description from a simile (X is like Y, the hill is like a 
mosque) and made it a straight description (“there’s a graceful mosque on the 
hill”), and hoped he could get away with it. And in fact, his version has been 
accepted by some Muslims, including Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who claimed in 2014 
that “In his memoirs [sic], Christopher Columbus mentions the existence of a 
mosque atop a hill on the coast of Cuba.” 

Columbus never did. 

And  just as baseless, and absurd, was Erdogan’s claim in the same 2014 speech 
that “Muslims discovered America in 1178, not Christopher Columbus. Muslim 
sailors arrived in America from 1178.” Again, not a scrap of  evidence. But such 
myths serve to feed Islamic pride. Many Muslims do believe such stories, and 
dismiss any attempts by Westerners to disabuse them not as truth-seeking but as 
examples of attempts to deny Muslim achievements. 

Columbus and His “Arab” Navigator 

The next  claim made by Muslims is that Columbus had an “Arab” navigator.  

Some Muslims have claimed that Columbus did employ two Muslims, on his own 
ship, one as a navigator, and another as an interpreter. They are flatly wrong. Let’s 
consider the claims made that Christopher Columbus included Muslims in his crew. 
Not only is there not a shred of evidence to support this, but what evidence there 
is goes the other way. Columbus undertook his voyages because he wanted to 
discover an alternate route for Europeans to Asia, i.e., India, with its spices, 
precisely because Muslims had, with the conquest of Constantinople in 1453, 
managed to seal off the old trade routes to the East from Christian Europe. 
Columbus, a devout Christian, who claimed the territories he discovered for “los 
reyes católicos” (the Christian monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella),  would never 
have taken on members of the enemy camp (of Islam) for his crew, and especially 



would not have entrusted the critical job of navigator to a Muslim. But so effective 
has this Muslim rewriting of history been that in 2004, a State Department 
employee put out a claim about Columbus’s Muslim crew members: in a press 
release entitled “Islamic Influence Runs Deep in American Culture,” Phyllis 
McIntosh of the State Department’s Washington File claimed that “Islamic 
influences may date back to the very beginning of American history. It is likely that 
Christopher Columbus, who discovered America in 1492, charted his way across 
the Atlantic Ocean with the help of an Arab navigator.” 

No, it is not “likely.” It never happened. The State Department was falsifying 
history, in order to win favor among Muslims, both here and abroad. 

Why did McIntosh make this absurd claim, even though “may date back” and “it is 
likely that” are weasel words providing an escape-hatch of deniability? How did she 
make the leap from no evidence to “may date back” and from “may” to “likely”? 
And even if, which did not happen, one crew member had turned out to be an 
“Arab” and thus a Muslim, how would that allow us to conclude that  “Islamic 
influence runs deep in American culture”? What kind of “Islamic influence” would 
a single crew member have had on Columbus’s voyages, with all the other crew 
members on all three ships being Christians (or conversos, Jews who had accepted 
Catholicism), or on the subsequent discovery and settlement of the New World? 
McIntosh was pulling rabbits out of an ahistorical hat. She, and the State 
Department for which she worked, either felt there was no harm in trying to curry 
favor with Muslims (history is silly putty to some; they shape it as they will), or were 
under pressure to rewrite history, possibly from Obama’s office (he was constantly 
prating about how “Islam has always been a part of the American story”), as part 
of a feelgood outreach campaign to American Muslims. But where did this 
particular story, about Columbus’s “Arab navigator,” come from? 

It came from Muslims themselves. And it is based on a case of mistaken identity. 
For it was Muslims who, when they learned of an “Arabic-speaking Spaniard” on 
Columbus’s first voyage, decided that this must refer to a Muslim Arab. In fact, the 
reference was to one Luis de Torres, a converso (a Jew who accepted Catholicism). 
Luis de Torres knew Hebrew, Spanish, Portuguese, and some Arabic, and was taken 
on not as a navigator but as an interpreter by Columbus, who thought his 
knowledge of Hebrew would be useful if in Asia they ran into any Jewish traders 
(who were known to travel far and wide) or into members of the Ten Lost Tribes of 
Israel. But Muslims, in their eagerness to put themselves into the picture with 



Columbus, have committed two historical errors: first, they thought that the 
interpreter, the “Arabic-speaking Spaniard” Luis de Torres, was the navigator, and 
then they assumed that if someone on Columbus’s crew spoke Arabic, as Torres 

did, he must have been an Arab and a Muslim. Wrong on both counts. 

The Pinzón Brothers Were Muslims 

At some Muslim sites it is claimed that the Pinzón brothers, Martin Alonso Pinzón, 
the captain of the Pinta, and his brother Vicente Pinzón, the captain of the Nina, 
were Muslims. There is even the further claim that the Pinzón family were related 
to Abuzayan Muhammad III, the Moroccan Sultan of the Marinid Dynasty. I 
have  read everything about the Pinzón brothers I could find online. Should you 
wish to do as well, you could start here. 

Having done so, I have been unable to find a single Western historian who believes 
that the Pinzóns were Muslims, or of Muslim descent. 

I did find a Muslim website that asserts the following: 

“On his first voyage to India, Columbus had two captains with Muslim family 
backgrounds, Martin Alonso Pinzon, the captain of the Pinta, and his brother 
Vicente Yanez Pinzon, the captain of the Nina. The Pinzon family was related to 
Abuzayan Muhammad III, the Moroccan Sultan of the Marinid Dynasty (1196-
1465).” 

No sources are supplied for this claim. Just after this assertion, on the same Muslim 
website, comes another remarkable, because baseless, claim, about the Chinese 
admiral Zheng He, who was a Muslim: 

“A Chinese Muslim, Admiral Zheng He, visited Americas during his seven maritime 
expeditions between 1405 and 1433.” 

A link is then given to a story which, presumably, supplies the evidence for this 
assertion. I dutifully clicked on that link, here. Then I read it, and discovered that 
there is no reference — none — to Zheng He’s travels to “the Americas during his 
seven maritime voyages.” The article mentions only travels to Asia and Africa. 
There apparently were no travels by Zheng He to the Americas. 

https://wikivisually.com/wiki/Pinzón_brothers
https://rehmat1.com/2014/01/13/who-discovered-americas-before-columbus/


The Muslim writer of this website apparently believes that if he gives a link, many 
people will assume the supporting material is there, and not bother to check. He 
may be right. 

The same writer makes several other, equally baseless, claims about the pre-
Columbus landings of Muslims in America. 

There is, for example, this: “In 1312, Muslim explorers from Mali and other parts of 
West Africa arrived in the Gulf of Mexico for exploration of Americas interior using 
the Mississippi River as their access route.’” 

I again searched for any evidence for this claim; I could find nothing anywhere on 
the Internet, except the  crazed paper by the notorious “scholar” Youssef Mroueh, 
who lists a series of claims about Muslims landing in America long before 
Columbus. He relies both on Fell and on his own vivid imagination. To understand 
the scope of his wild claims, read his paper on “Precolumbian Muslims in the 

Americas” here. 

Thus, the same Muslim who wants us to believe without any evidence that the 
Pinzón brothers were Muslims, also wants us to believe, again without evidence, 
that Admiral Zheng He landed in America, though he never claimed to have done 
so, and to believe, also without any evidence, that in 1312, sailors — from the 
desert kingdom of Mali — arrived in the Gulf of Mexico, and then sailed up the 
Mississippi to explore the American heartland. Again, no evidence is presented. 

These are all fables. But the truth doesn’t matter for Muslim propagandists. Let the 
story appear, at some website, an assertion without any evidence. Then let it be 
reposted, at another website, again without any evidence. And then let it be 
reposted yet again, still without evidence. By now it has appeared in enough places 
so that for many it becomes the truth. Why? Because when  a story appears in 
several places, many think it must be true. For if it had been false, surely it would 
not have been reposted. And then there is the respect for authority. Barry Fell was 
a professor at Harvard. Few will have learned that he was a professor of 
invertebrate zoology. They will be impressed, unaware that he is regarded as a 
crazed crank and perhaps a deliberate fraud, in his epigraphic and archaeological 
claims, by all of the professionals who have reviewed his “evidence.” Then there is 
deliberate misreading: Columbus says a hilltop “looked like a mosque” becomes, 

http://www.sunnah.org/history/precolmb.htm


for “Dr.” Youssef Mroueh, and then for Recep Tayyip Erdogan, “on a hilltop I saw a 
mosque.” 

There is not just fake news. There is also fake history. And a lot of that fake history 
has to do with supposed accomplishments of Muslims, such as the discovery, 
exploration, and settlement of the New World. The next time you read the story of 
the Pinzón brothers being Muslim, ask yourself why this was never mentioned 
during the 500 years after Columbus’s first voyage, why not a single historian 
mentioned it even as a remote possibility, and why this story only appeared in the 
last two decades, when Islamic propaganda has been in full swing on the Internet. 

It has to be repeated that Barry Fell was neither a trained archaeologist nor an 
expert in epigraphy. His studies in this area were completely rejected by those who 
were experts in these fields. They didn’t reject this or that aspect of Fell’s work, but 
rather, declared his study of “inscriptions” of supposed pre-Columbian Old World 
settlers in the New World to be completely without merit. Some believed he was 
carrying on a scam for fame and money (greater sales for his books such as the 
much-reprinted America B.C.); others deemed him self-deluded, a crackpot, which 
is what, having read as much of his stuff as I could endure, I take him to be. 

Yet Muslims are prepared to accept his views, ignoring his professional reputation, 
because he places Muslim Arabs in America as early as 650 A.D. (in Nevada!). And 
in the same uncritical spirit, some accept Youssef Mroueh as an authority when he 
spins stories about Mandinka speakers from Mali in  America in the fourteenth 
century, or Columbus sighting a mosque on a hilltop in Cuba. Or still others make 

up a story about the Pinzón brothers being either Muslims, or of Muslim descent. 

  



JIHAD WATCH 

Slate Wants You to Think Columbus Was 

‘Driven by Islamophobia’ 

Oct 14, 2020 5:00 pm By Robert Spencer  

My latest in PJ Media: 

Yes, the author of this article in the far-Left propaganda organ Slate is apparently 
really named Rebecca Onion, but this is not The Onion. Christopher Columbus was 
a “genocidal murderer,” something that Onion’s interviewee Alan Mikhail claims, 
to which the intrepid Onion replies: “Oh! Of course, I assumed the ‘genocidal 
murderer’ part was understood, but thank you for making that clear.” Even worse, 
Columbus – or so Mikhail and Slate would have you believe – was motivated to sail 
the ocean blue in 1492 by the paranoid fear that “Islam is everywhere; Muslims are 
all around us.” You are reading this in North America today, you see, because of 
“Islamophobia.” For shame, infidel! Start packing. 

In the entire interview, Onion and Mikhail both behave as if Columbus set out for 
the New World because of what Mikhail calls “anti-Muslim sentiment,” while doing 
their best to give the impression that this sentiment was a baseless prejudice, “an 
ideological extension the Crusades.” Mikhail discusses the fall of Constantinople in 
1453 as a cause of this fear, without mentioning the fact that, as The History of 
Jihad shows, the warriors of jihad entered the great city on May 29, 1453, they 
made the streets run with rivers of blood. Muslims raided monasteries and 
convents, emptying them of their inhabitants, and plundered private houses. 

In this course of this plunder, pillage, and wanton murder, the jihadis entered Hagia 
Sophia, which for nearly a thousand years had been the grandest church in 
Christendom. The venerable old building was filled with Orthodox Christians: the 
faithful had gathered within its hallowed walls to pray during the city’s last agony. 
The Muslims halted the celebration of Orthros (morning prayer), while the priests, 
according to legend, took the sacred vessels and disappeared into the cathedral’s 
eastern wall, through which they shall return to complete the divine service one 
day. Right in the church, the jihad warriors then killed the elderly and weak and led 

the rest off into slavery. 

https://www.jihadwatch.org/2020/10/slate-wants-you-to-think-columbus-was-driven-by-islamophobia
https://www.jihadwatch.org/2020/10/slate-wants-you-to-think-columbus-was-driven-by-islamophobia
https://www.jihadwatch.org/author/samir
https://pjmedia.com/culture/robert-spencer/2020/10/13/slate-wants-you-to-think-columbus-was-driven-by-islamophobia-n1045029
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2020/10/columbus-islamophobia-ottoman-empire.html
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1682616592/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1520858729
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1682616592/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1520858729


THE ISLAND 

Christopher Columbus and Islam 

By Charles Ponnuthurai Sarvan 

Published 2 years ago on 2021/03/10 

Epigraph: Despite the narrative handed down by generations of historians, 
“Columbus’s life simply cannot be understood without taking Islam into account” 
(Mikhail, p. 90). 

What follows is taken from God’s Shadow: The Ottoman Sultan Who Shaped the 
Modern World by Alan Mikhail, Professor and chair of the Department of History 
at Yale University. Page reference is to this (Faber, 2020) publication. Professor 
Mikhail’s subject is the Ottoman Empire and Salem, (1470-1520), “the ruler of the 
world’s largest empire, sultan and caliph, God’s shadow on earth” (p. 353); 
grandson of Mehmet 11 who took Byzantine Constantinople in 1453, thereby 
sending shock waves through the Christian West. However, my focus here is on 
Christopher Columbus (1451-1506), born in the same year as his patroness, Queen 
Isabella of Spain, both of whom saw themselves as Matamoros, “slayers of Moors”, 

with “Moors” standing for all Muslims. 

“Whether politicians, pundits and traditional historians like it or not, the world we 
inhabit is very much an Ottoman one” (p. 12) – I may add: If not directly, then 
indirectly. The word “Ottoman” is traced back to Osman (died 1320s) who led a 
loosely bound tribal group. “Every sultan down to the twentieth century” was a 
blood descendant of Osman (p. 6). Until it expanded into Muslim countries, the 
Ottoman Empire ruled more non-Muslims than Muslims. One factor leading to their 
success was that they were pluralistic, allowing minority entities maximum 
freedom possible: an accommodation particularly extended to Jews and Christians. 
Thessaloniki under the Ottomans was the largest Jewish city in the world (p. 166). 
The Ottoman political thinking was of a circle composed of four equally important 
parts: There’s no power without an army; no army without payment; no payment 
without prosperity; no prosperity without justice and good administration. 

https://island.lk/christopher-columbus-and-islam/


Alan Mikhail points out that Columbus lived at a time when the greatest menace to 
the Roman Catholic West was thought to be Islam, a greater danger than that posed 
by Martin Luther (1483-1546) and the Reformation. Luther argued that it was the 
moral depravity of Pope Leo X that enabled Islam to spread round the world (p. 
371). He attacked the sale of indulgences whereby one could literally buy 
forgiveness and win God’s blessings – not only for oneself but for the dead: as the 
friar Johann Tetzel pithily expressed it, “as soon as the coin in the coffer rings, the 
soul from purgatory springs” (p. 375). Money, not goodness, purchased entry to 
heaven. An example of the indirect influence of Muslims is that the ‘sale of 
indulgences’ originated from Christian priests guaranteeing, in advance, absolution 
from all sin to Crusaders in the event that they died while fighting for the liberation 
of Jerusalem (p. 375). 

For Luther, Christians themselves, and not Muslims, were Christianity’s true 
problem, and the way was not to fight the Muslims but to struggle against 
Christianity’s own sins (p. 377). One is reminded of Islam’s Jihad or the saying of 
the Buddha: Greater in battle than the man who would conquer a thousand men, 
is he who would conquer just one — himself. Better to conquer yourself than 
others. When you’ve trained yourself, living in constant self-control, nothing can 
turn that triumph back into defeat. And Jesus admonishes that we must first ‘heal’ 
ourselves (figuratively) before setting out to ‘heal’ others (Luke, 4:16.) Obsessed 
with the war against Muslims, the destruction of Luther was postponed: ironically, 
the safety of the Protestant Reformation depended upon the strength of the 
Turkish armies (p. 373). 

Returning to Columbus, the First Crusade against Muslims set out in 1096, to be 
followed by others: Columbus, we remind ourselves, was born in 1451. Growing up 
in Genoa, the boy Columbus would run to the docks to wave off men departing for 
Jerusalem. In short, Columbus grew up “steeped” in the rhetoric of the Crusades. 
At the age of thirteen, he was apprenticed as a sailor. Years later, he took part in 
the siege of Granada which Mohammad X11, the last Muslim ruler of Spain, 
surrendered on 2 January 1492. Legend has it that when Mohammad turned to 
take a last look at his beloved city (exquisite even today) his mother said: Yes, weep 
like a woman over a city you failed to defend as a man. About six months later (3 
August, 1492), supported by Isabella, Columbus set sail on his voyage, perhaps the 

most momentous in human history. 



“As every schoolchild learns, Columbus set sail with India on his mind’s horizon. 
Rarely, though, do schoolchildren learn why Columbus sought to cross the Atlantic” 
(p. 386). A common, if vague, explanation is that he was a Renaissance man, fired 
by the spirit of inquiry and adventure: disinterested (as distinct from uninterested) 
and secular. But Columbus sailed “imbued with a zeal for waging Christianity’s war 
against its foremost enemy – Islam” (p. 2). His was not some “secular Western 
march of progress”: Columbus sailed West on Crusade (p. 124). In order to capture 
Jerusalem (part of the destruction of Islam), he headed West, bypassing the 

Ottomans altogether (p. 102). 

Columbus believed, like many others, that there was a Grand Khan in the East, who 
was a Christian. The Ottomans controlled the Mediterranean but if by sailing west, 
this Khan could be contacted and his help enlisted, then Jerusalem and Islam could 
be attacked from both sides. Columbus also believed in the existence of the Seven 
Cities of Cibola and their “vast repository of gold that could fund the holy army 
needed to retake Jerusalem”. According to this belief, when the Muslims first 
seized Spain in 711, seven bishops and their followers escaped and built on an 
island seven cities fashioned entirely of gold (p. 95). This island was thought to be 
somewhere in the West, and the failure to find it, rather than destroying the 
fantasy, “only served to fuel hopes even more” (p. 96). Columbus set sail 
determined to find it and, with that wealth, fight Islam. 

His obsession with Muslims led Columbus to identify Taino weapons as “alfanjes”, 
derived from Arabic for “a curved metal scimitar inscribed with Qur’anic verses” (p. 
131) – even though the Taino had no iron and knew nothing about the Qur’an! (The 
Taíno were the most numerous indigenous people of the Caribbean, inhabitng 
what are now Cuba, Jamaica, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, and the 
Virgin Island. By 1550, they were close to extinction.) The scarves of a group of 
indigenous women were compared to Moorish sashes, and offered as evidence of 
contact between “Asia” and Spain. Decades later, Herman Cortes wrote that the 
Aztecs wore Moorish (Muslim) robes, and that Aztec females resembled Muslim 
women (p. 131). Crusader Columbus spent his final years compiling a book about a 
Spanish messianic figure, one who would defeat Islam and convert the whole world 
to Christianity (p.138). 

Muslim power led to other entirely unintended consequences. As a result of 
Columbus’s discovery, 90% of the native population died: never before in world 
history has genocide occurred on such a scale (p. 163). Then there was the appalling 



cruelty of the slave trade. In 1452, Pope Nicholas V issued a papal bull giving 
Portugal the right to enslave Muslims: “the first legal basis for the European 
enslavement of Africans” (p. 108). North and West Africa was Muslim, so slaves 
abducted from this region were Muslim. “Muslims led the first ever revolt against 
European slavery in the Americas” (p. 153). America was founded on violence, 
expropriation and genocide. As for the present, Professor Mikhail points out that, 
since “9/11”, white nationalists, most of whom are Christian, have unleashed far 
more terrorist violence in the USA than Muslims. It’s the USA which has invaded 

Muslim countries, and not the other way round: see pages 394 and 395. 

In short, Professor Mikhail claims that “If we do not place Islam at the centre of our 
grasp of world history” (p. 12), we will “miss major features of our shared past”. 
The popular narrative about Columbus doesn’t mention Islam at all. In contrast, 
Alan Mikhail argues it had everything to do with that religion and its followers. His 
book offers a challenging perspective, and adds to our awareness. 

  



History of The Gadsden Flag – Don’t Tread 

on Me Flag 

August 29, 2019 

History of The Gadsden Flag – Don’t Tread on Me FlagDon’t Tread on Me 

Gadsden Flag History; Don’t Tread on Me! 

The bright yellow Gadsden flag, long a symbol of support for civil liberties and 
disagreement with government, has its beginning deeply rooted in the days of the 
American Revolution. The rattlesnake, the Gadsden flag’s central feature, had been 
an emblem of Americans even before the Revolution. The Pennsylvania Gazette 
published an article in 1751 bitterly protesting the British practice of sending 
convicts to America where the author suggested that the colonists should return 
the favor by shipping them “a cargo of rattlesnakes.” Three years later the same 
newspaper published what is believed to be one of the first political cartoons in 
America. It was of a snake cut into eight sections with the words “Join, or Die” 
below. Each section represented a colony and was warning of the dangers of 
disunity. 

The rattlesnake symbol caught on and became a part of several other Revolutionary 
War flags. Before the departure of the United States Navy’s first mission in 1775, 
Continental Colonel Christopher Gadsden from South Carolina presented the newly 
appointed commander with a yellow rattlesnake flag to serve as a standard for his 
flagship. Accompanying the Navy on its first mission were five companies of 
Marines carrying yellow drums featuring a snake with 13 rattles and the words 
“Don’t Tread on Me.” The Navy later adapted the snake emblem and “Don’t Tread 
on Me” motto into what is now known as the First Navy Jack. Featuring a 
rattlesnake stretched across 13 red and white stripes with “Don’t Tread on Me” 
below, the Secretary of the Navy ordered in 2002 that this powerful American 
symbol will fly on all naval ships for the duration of the War on Terrorism. 

About the same time Gadsden presented the Congress of South Carolina with his 
yellow flag another variation of the snake theme was gaining in popularity. The 
Culpeper flag, the white banner carried by the Minutemen of Culpeper County, 
Virginia, is essentially the Gadsden flag with several additions. A ribbon with the 

https://www.historicalamericana.com/history-gadsden-flag-dont-tread-flag/
https://www.historicalamericana.com/history-gadsden-flag-dont-tread-flag/
https://www.historicalamericana.com/history-gadsden-flag-dont-tread-flag/
http://www.allstarflags.com/category/gadsden-flags/
http://www.allstarflags.com/product/first-navy-jack-flag-nylon-3x5
http://www.allstarflags.com/product/culpeper-flag-nylon-3x5


words “The Culpeper Minute Men” was added along with the words “Liberty or 
Death” in honor of the man who organized the Virginia militia, Patrick Henry.  

Although there have been several adaptations of the snake emblem, the Gadsden 
flag continues to be reintroduced as a symbol of defending freedom and the rule 
of law. Since 2009, the Gadsden flag has become associated with the American Tea 
Party Movement, as well as several other protest events. For historical reasons, the 
Gadsden is still popularly flown in Charleston, South Carolina, in tribute to the man 
who first presented the yellow snake flag. 

In December 1775, “An American Guesser” anonymously wrote to the 

Pennsylvania Journal: 

“I observed on one of the drums belonging to the marines now raising, there was 
painted a Rattle-Snake, with this modest motto under it, ‘Don’t tread on me.’ As 
I know it is the custom to have some device on the arms of every country, I 

supposed this may have been intended for the arms of America.” 

This anonymous writer, having “nothing to do with public affairs” and “in order to 
divert an idle hour,” speculated on why a snake might be chosen as a symbol for 

America. 

First, it occurred to him that “the Rattle-Snake is found in no other quarter of the 
world besides America.” 

The rattlesnake also has sharp eyes, and “may therefore be esteemed an emblem 
of vigilance.” Furthermore, 

“She never begins an attack, nor, when once engaged, ever surrenders: She is 
therefore an emblem of magnanimity and true courage. … she never wounds ’till 
she has generously given notice, even to her enemy, and cautioned him against 
the danger of treading on her.” 

Finally, 

“I confess I was wholly at a loss what to make of the rattles, ’till I went back and 
counted them and found them just thirteen, exactly the number of the Colonies 
united in America; and I recollected too that this was the only part of the Snake 
which increased in numbers. … 



“‘Tis curious and amazing to observe how distinct and independent of each other 
the rattles of this animal are, and yet how firmly they are united together, so as 
never to be separated but by breaking them to pieces. One of those rattles singly, 
is incapable of producing sound, but the ringing of thirteen together, is sufficient 
to alarm the boldest man living.” 

Many scholars now agree that this “American Guesser” was Benjamin Franklin. 

  



The True History Behind the Gadsden Flag 

America’s patriotic integrity is being called into question. In recent news, both the 
Gadsden Flag and the Pledge of Allegiance, two bold expressions of freedom and 
independence for the American people, have been opposed, bringing attention to 
unjustified racial resentment. 

Likely, you have been reading news stories about how wearing the Gadsden Flag 
could be punishable harassment or how Colin Kaepernick didn’t stand during the 
national anthem. Instead, here’s the real story you need to be reading. 

Uncovering the true history 

In the fall of 1775, the British were occupying Boston and the young Continental 
Army was holed up in Cambridge, lacking the necessary supplies to last through the 
season. Welcome to the Battle of Bunker Hill. It was here that Washington's 
troops—the young continental army—had been so low on gunpowder that they 
were ordered "not to fire until you see the whites of their eyes." 

Soon enough, a merchant ship was returning to Philadelphia from a voyage to 
England. On board were private letters to the Second Continental Congress that 
informed Washington’s troops that the British government was sending two ships 
their way loaded with arms and gunpowder. An opportunity to capture supplies 
that they couldn’t afford not to capitalize on. 

A plan was hatched by Washington and the Second Continental Congress to capture 
the cargo ships. To do so, they quickly authorized the creation of a Continental 
Navy, starting with four ships, including the merchant ship that carried the 
information from England. 

To accompany the Navy on their first mission, Congress also authorized the 
mustering of five companies of Marines. Some of the Marines that enlisted that 
month in Philadelphia were carrying drums painted yellow, emblazoned with a 
fierce rattlesnake, coiled and ready to strike, with thirteen rattles, and sporting the 
motto "Don't Tread on Me." 

That motto became part of the Gadsden flag—the same symbol that, 242 years 
later, is now being considered racist. 
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Why displaying the Gadsden Flag may be punishable racial harassment 

One of the roles of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission is to attend to 
hostile work environment claims brought against federal agencies. In a recent case, 
there was a formal complaint against a federal Agency where the complaint alleged 
that the Agency subjected him to discrimination on the basis of race (African 
American). According to the complaint, in the fall of 2013, a coworker repeatedly 
wore a cap to work with an insignia of the Gadsden Flag. Complainant stated that 
he found the cap to be racially offensive to African Americans because the flag was 
designed by Christopher Gadsden, a “slave trader & owner of slaves.” 

Complainant backed-up his claim stating that the Gadsden Flag is a “historical 
indicator of white resentment against blacks stemming largely from the Tea Party.” 
He also noted that the Vice President of the International Association of Black 
Professional Firefighters cited the Gadsden Flag as the equivalent of the 
Confederate Battle Flag when he successfully had it removed from a New Haven, 

Connecticut, fire department flagpole. 

While the EEOC reviewed the record, they came to a conclusion that the Gadsden 
Flag originated in the Revolutionary War in a non-racial context. Though the 
Gadsden flag has, at times, been used to communicate racial messages. Such as 
when, in June 2014, assailants with connections to white supremacist groups 
draped the bodies of two murdered police officers with the Gadsden flag during 
their shooting spree. 

Sadly, this isn’t the first time that a flag has been considered racist. In 2012, the 
EEOC ruled that co-workers wearing Confederate flag T-shirts can be subject to 
punishable harassment. Though it’s an interesting case, we’ll save the details for 
another time. 

To get a clearer picture of what the Gadsden Flag symbol was actually intended for, 
let’s take a brief look at the history of the flag, and it’s maker, Christopher Gadsden. 

A little more about the Gadsden flag 

Christopher Gadsden was an American patriot. He led Sons of Liberty in South 
Carolina starting in 1765, and was later made a colonel in the Continental Army. In 
1775, he was in Philadelphia representing his home state in the Continental 
Congress. He was also one of three members of the Marine Committee. 
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It’s no secret that Gadsden made his money as a merchant in South Carolina, and 
both owned and sold slaves. For context into the time period, his fellow American 
patriot, and slave owner, Benjamin Franklin, actually helped him design the 

American rattlesnake symbol used on the Gadsden flag. 

Gadsden, who was often called “the Sam Adams of the South,” was delegate to the 
Stamp Act Congress, delegate to the First and Second Continental Congresses, and 
commander of the 1st South Carolina Regiment of the Continental Army. Both he 
and Franklin were staunch American patriots. 

Gadsden presented a copy of his flag to his state legislature in Charleston. As 
recorded in the South Carolina congressional journals: 

"Col. Gadsden presented to the Congress an elegant standard, such as is to be used 
by the commander in chief of the American navy; being a yellow field, with a lively 
representation of a rattle-snake in the middle, in the attitude of going to strike, and 

these words underneath, "Don't Tread on Me!" 

The Gadsden Flag was intentionally designed not to convey a racist message, but a 
patriotic one. Here are a few notes on the flag’s symbolism, written by his friend 

and colleague, Ben Franklin. 

1. The Rattlesnake is found in no other quarter of the world besides America 
2. The rattlesnake also has sharp eyes, and "may therefore be esteemed an 

emblem of vigilance. 
3. She never begins an attack, nor, when once engaged, ever surrenders: She is 

therefore an emblem of magnanimity and true courage 
4. The rattle = the number of the Colonies united in America 

We live in a dangerous time. U.S. history is being rewritten and forever changed. 
Our flags intended for patriotic cheer—like the Gadsden Flag—are being 
considered racist. Where does the madness end? 
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The History of the Gadsden Flag 

Consisting of a snake against a yellow background with the phrase “Don’t Tread on 
Me,” the Gadsden flag has become increasingly popular over the years, even being 
used by the Tea Party movement. Regardless of where you live, you’ve probably 
seen it displayed on residential lawns and properties.  

Gadsden flag meaning 

The meaning of the Gadsden flag, or Rattlesnake flag, is as a symbol of liberty and 
freedom from oppression. Like most historic flags, though, the Gadsden flag has a 
rich history behind its symbolism. To learn more about the Gadsden flag and how 
it came to be, keep reading. 

Gadsden flag origins 

The Gadsden flag has origins dating back to the American Revolution. When the 
original Thirteen Colonies were established, the rattlesnake was used to symbolize 
colonists’ will to defend themselves. Colonists recognized the threat of a British 
invasion, but that didn’t stop them from backing down. Like a rattlesnake, they 
would stand their stand ground and fight back if threatened. 

Even publications from Benjamin Franklin contained references of the rattlesnake 
in regards to the historic Thirteen Colonies. In 1775, Franklin published the 
“Pennsylvania Journal,” in which he said that the rattlesnake was an appropriate 
symbol for the original Thirteen Colonies. With the nudge from Franklin’s 
publication, the Continental Congress officially adopted the rattlesnake symbol for 
its Seal of the War Office. It didn’t feature the same design as the Gadsden flag. 
Rather, the Seal of the War Office featured a rattlesnake with the phrase “This We’ll 
Defend.” Nonetheless, it helped pave the way for the modern-day Gadsden flag. 

Cristopher Gadsden flag 

The Gadsden flag receives its namesake from its designer, Christopher Gadsden. 
Christopher Gadsden was a politician and a military general during the American 
Revolution. He grew up in Charleston, South Carolina where he served in the army. 
During the American Revolution, Christopher Gadsden designed the modern-day 
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Gadsden flag, which he proudly flew around his hometown of Charleston, South 
Carolina. 

CLICK HERE: To See the Best Made In USA Gadsden Flags → 

Christopher Gadsden came up with the design by taking inspiration from the First 
Navy Jack. The First Navy Jack flag featured the phrase “Don’t Tread on Me” with a 
rattlesnake. Rather than an all-yellow background, though, it has a background 
consisting of red and white horizontal stripes. The rattlesnake in the First Navy Jack 
was also uncoiled. The Gadsden flag, on the other hand, features a coiled 
rattlesnake in a strike position against an all-yellow background. 

Even today, the Gadsden flag is commonly flown in Charleston, South Carolina to 
honor its designer, Christopher Gadsden. Several states, including South Carolina, 
have also adopted special license plates featuring the Gadsden flag. 

  

https://starspangledflags.com/flag/gadsden/?utm_source=blog&utm_medium=content


It’s hard to miss the Gadsden Flag these days. Although it sprung back into 
popular American consciousness when the Tea Party first got its legs, this is a flag 
with a long and storied history. In fact, the flag is older than the United States 

itself.  

Back in 1751, Benjamin Franklin designed and published America’s first political 
cartoon. Called “Join Or Die,” it featured a generic snake cut into 13 parts. The 
imagery was clear: join together or be destroyed by British power. But why a 
snake? Around this time, Great Britain was sending criminals over to the colonies. 
Franklin once quipped that the colonists should thank them by sending over 
shipments of rattlesnakes. As American identity grew, so did an affinity for 
American (as opposed to British) symbols. Bald eagles, Native Americans and the 

American timber rattlesnake – the snake depicted on the flag. 

Gadsden Flag Meaning and Significance 

By the time 1775 rolled around, the rattlesnake was an immensely popular 
symbol of America. It could be found throughout the 13 colonies on everything 
from buttons and badges to paper money and flags. No longer was the snake cut 
into pieces. It was now recognizably the American timber rattlesnake, coiled into 
an attack position with 13 rattles on its tail. 

The flag takes on a special historical significance at the Battle of Bunker Hill. This 
battle, still celebrated in Boston, is where Colonel William Prescott famously gave 
the order not to fire “until you see the whites of their eyes.” One thing the battle 
underscored was that the Continental forces were woefully low on ammunition. 
In October of that year, the Continentals learned that two ships filled with 
weapons and gunpowder were headed for Boston. Four ships were commissioned 
into the Continental Navy, led by Commodore Esek Hopkins, ordered to get those 
cargo ships as their first mission. 

In addition to sailors, the ships carried marines, enlisted in Philadelphia. Their 
drummers had drums featuring the yellow of the Gadsden Flag with the now well-
known snake emblazoned on top. It included the words “Don’t Tread On Me” –, a 
now-famous motto that adorns the clothing and accessories of freedom fighters 
from coast to coast. 

http://www.gadsden.info/history.html
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In December of 1775, “An Anonymous Guesser” wrote a letter to the 
Pennsylvania Journal. While the letter is anonymous, most scholars now agree 
that it was written by Benjamin Franklin. This letter suggested, “As I know it is the 
custom to have some device on the arms of every country, I supposed this may 
have been intended for the arms of America." 

Anonymous Franklin’s reasons for such were as follows: 

• The rattlesnake is only found in North America. 
• The creature has “sharp eyes” and "may therefore be esteemed an emblem 

of vigilance.” 
• The snake isn’t known for unprovoked attacks. However, once it does 

attack, it doesn’t stop until it wins. 
• What’s more, even before attacking, the rattlesnake gives ample warning in 

the form of its rattle. 
• Franklin claimed in the letter that the snake’s tail had 13 rattles, none of 

which would work independently of one another. 

Gadsden Flag History 

While Franklin didn’t get his wish, the Gadsden Flag did find a place as the 
personal standard of Commodore Hopkins. No one is sure if his flag inspired the 
drums or if the drums inspired Hopkins. However, one thing is certain: the 
Gadsden Flag, by virtue of being Hopkins’ standard, was effectively the first flag of 
the American Navy and Marines. He later presented another copy of the flag to 
the South Carolina legislature. 

But what of the man himself? Who was Gadsden? Christopher Gadsden was the 
designer of the flag. He’s known as “the Sam Adams of the South.” Both a soldier 
and a statesman, Gadsden was a founding member of South Carolina’s Sons of 
Liberty chapter. He served as a delegate to both the First and Second Continental 
Congresses. He left the Continental Congress in 1776 to serve as commander of 
the 1st South Carolina Regiment of the Continental Army. His legislative service 
continued in the Provincial Congress of South Carolina. And during the war, he 
was captured and served 42 weeks in solitary confinement after refusing to cut a 
deal with British expeditionary forces. 

https://ammo.com/gun-laws/south-carolina-guns-ammo-2nd-amendment-overview
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After the war, his health was in poor shape, primarily due to his time spent in an 
old Spanish prison. Gadsden was elected to the position of governor for South 
Carolina, but declined the position due to his health. He remained in the state 
legislature until 1788 and voted to ratify the United States Constitution. He died 
in 1805 and is buried in Charlestown. The Gadsden Purchase in Arizona is named 
for his grandson, who was a diplomat. 

The Dont Tread on me Flag Today 

Today you can find the Gadsden Flag and its variations throughout the 
conservative, libertarian and patriotic movements. The Tea Party waved it during 
their Obamacare protests in 2009. This is what caught the government’s 
attention. A 2009 report from Missouri law enforcement called the Gadsden Flag 
“the most common symbol displayed by right-wing terrorist organizations.” That 
same year in Louisiana, a man was detained by police simply for having a “Don’t 
Tread on Me” bumper sticker on his vehicle. Christopher Cantwell and other 
libertarians have added the rattlesnake and “Don’t Tread On Me” legend to the 
distinctive black-and-yellow anarcho-capitalist flag. 

Over 250 years after its creation, the Gadsden Flag resonates because of its stark 
imagery and simple message. “Don’t Tread On Me” with a rattlesnake poised to 
attack says all that needs to be said. It is not an aggressive posture, but rather a 
defensive one. It says to anyone who would tread on the liberties of free people 
to think twice. While free people are peaceful, their patience is not endless. Next 
time you hoist this flag up, don a hat with its image or throw a Gadsden Flag 
sticker on your car – remember that you’re standing in a fine tradition that 
includes the first American Navy and Marines and the patriot after whom the flag 
is named. 

 
Written by 

Sam Jacobs  
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The Gadsden flag: a historic symbol rooted 

in classical liberalism 
Russell Coates July 29, 2022 History  

The Gadsden flag, with its famous depiction of a defensive timber rattlesnake and 
the motto “Don’t tread on me,” has commonly been associated with the liberty 
movement, the values of individual freedom, and opposition to coercion. 

However, much confusion has emerged surrounding the Gadsden flag’s meaning 
and significance, particularly in recent years. Over time, a variety of groups have 
attempted to appropriate the symbol as a representation of their cause, even if this 
cause is completely contrary to the ideas and values the Gadsden flag has been 
traditionally understood to represent. 

The origins of the Gadsden flag are rooted in classical liberalism 

The Gadsden flag has a long history, dating back to the American Revolution. It 
takes its name from Christopher Gadsden, a brigadier general in the Continental 
Army, who presented the flag to the South Carolina Provincial Congress in February 
1776. A version of it was subsequently used by the Continental Marines. 

Its message, encapsulated in the words “Don’t tread on me,” is a warning of 
vigilance against prospective oppressors. The rattlesnake’s position symbolizes a 
readiness for self-defense against any aggression. Indeed, before it was eventually 
supplanted by the eagle, the rattlesnake was often considered the symbol of 
America during the Revolutionary War, popularized by figures such as Benjamin 
Franklin. The Gadsden flag gained a strong association with the concept of 
inalienable individual rights as well as classical liberalism more broadly. For most of 
the flag’s history, it has been an important American folk symbol, evoking 
skepticism of authority and the Enlightenment ideas that underpinned the 
American Revolution. 

Illiberal populists are co-opting a symbol of liberty 

In recent years, the meaning associated with the Gadsden flag has shifted, 
becoming more complex. Around the late 2000s, the Gadsden flag began to take 
on a new political significance with the rise of the Tea Party, a hard-line Republican 
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anti-tax movement whose adherents advocated greater personal economic 
freedom but lacked unity on a consistent defense of liberty in other matters. 

More recently, however, particularly since the populist surge in the mid-2010s, the 
Gadsden flag has been increasingly co-opted by factions on the populist right — 
and even the far-right — who hold very different values to what the flag has 
historically represented. 

This misappropriation by populists and nationalists has led to the Gadsden flag 
becoming increasingly controversial, often even being mislabeled as a symbol of 
the far-right. The controversy around the Gadsden flag peaked in the aftermath of 

its prominent display by rioters at the January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol. 

Indeed, among those unfamiliar with the flag’s history, it has sadly gained notoriety 
in some circles where it is primarily associated with xenophobia, racism, and 
conspiracy theories. 

Those who care about the ideas of liberty represented by the Gadsden flag must 
resist its co-option by forces that are completely at odds with what it stands 
for. The truth about its classical liberal origins must prevail. The Gadsden flag does 
not represent populism, xenophobia, or the far-right, but instead individual liberty 
and freedom from oppression. 

For more content on the history and significance of the Gadsden flag, be sure to 

check out our video below. 
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The Sons of Liberty Flag:  

How The Rebellious Stripes Flag Shaped American Patriotism 
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How did human rights come about? A Brief History 

Overtime 

It was only 100 years ago that in the United States, the 19th Amendment was 
passed giving women the right to vote, and even less than 100 years ago that legal 
racial segregation and discrimination ended. Over time, however, human rights 
have evolved as a term in different documents which have been written for the 
protection of people who are exploited, often in response to societal wrongdoings. 
Human rights documents have evolved to take on different needs and meanings 
over time, and frequently result in huge shifts in society. Nonetheless, human rights 
did not in fact exist until the end of the second World War, when the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights was adopted. Before, documents mentioned the 
“rights of man”, “freedoms” or simply, “rights”. The question is, how did human 
rights come to mean what they do today? Many important documents on human 
rights exist from different countries and cultures, but 22 will be explained in this 
brief history on the topic.  

539 BC The Cyrus Cylinder 

In 539 BC, Cyrus the Great conquered the city of Babylon, freed slaves to return 
home, and declared that people should have a choice in their religion. This event is 
considered by many to be the world’s first charter of human rights in history. Prior 
to this, people had rights based on membership to a group, such as a family for 
example. This event served as an inspiration to the civilizations of India, Greece, 
and Rome, cultures that are known these days for their contributions to rights and 

freedoms.  

1215 The Magna Carta 

Undoubtedly a great first step in the long journey for human rights, a document 
like this would not come to be for another thousand years. Then in 1215, the Magna 
Carta, translated from Latin to mean “The Great Charter” was issued by King John 
of England. This document, too, was a big step for rights because it established that 
the king was in fact subject to the law, despite a long history of actions without 
consequences. This was written a long time ago, when monarchies were 
commonplace, so is it still relevant? Many clauses are no longer applicable to 
modern times, however, the charter still holds timeless fundamental values such 
as the right to justice and a fair trial.  
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1628 The Petition of Rights 

Yet again, progress is made, but another 400 years goes by with little focus on 
establishing rights for the people. In 1628, the Petition of Right set out the rights 
and liberties of commoners, as opposed to the British Crown. English Parliament 
demanded no taxation without Parliament’s consent, no imprisonment without a 
reason, no quartering soldiers, and no martial law in peacetime. The demands 
expounded upon the Magna Carta and some may sound familiar to people who are 
familiar with the US Bill of Rights. The next major document would not be written 
for another hundred years, sparked by the American Revolution. 

[I INSERTED THE FOLLOWING HERE, IN CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER] 

Lex, Rex is a book by the Scottish Presbyterian minister Samuel Rutherford. The 
book, written in English, was published in 1644 with the subtitle "The Law and the 
Prince". Published in response to Bishop John Maxwell's "Sacro-Sancta Regum 
Majestas", it was intended to be a comprehensive defence of the Scottish 
Presbyterian ideal in politics. The book defends the rule of law and the lawfulness 
of defensive wars (including pre-emptive wars) and advocates limited government 
and constitutionalism in politics and the "Two Kingdoms" theory of Church-State 
relations (which advocated distinct realms of church and state but opposed 
religious toleration). Rutherford's Lex, Rex utilizes arguments from Scripture, 
Natural Law and Scottish law, and along with the sixteenth century Vindiciae contra 
tyrannos, it attacked royal absolutism and emphasized the importance of the 
covenant and the rule of law (by which Rutherford included Divine Law and Natural 
Law as well as positive law). After the Restoration, the authorities cited Rutherford 
for high treason, but his death intervened before the charge could be tried.[citation 

needed] Lex, Rex itself was burned in Edinburgh (the Scottish capital) and St. Andrews 
(where Rutherford had been principal of the university) and in 1683 Oxford 
University included it in what ended up being the last official book-burning in 

England.[citation needed] 

The attack on absolutism, the defence of the rule of law and the emphasis on the 
importance of the covenant made Lex, Rex a precursor to the social contract idea, 
and helped pave the way for the political theory of John Locke. However, 
Rutherford's views on Church-State relations and his opposition to religious 
toleration were not shared by Locke.  
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[THE ORIGINAL POST NOW CONTINUES] 

1776 The United States Declaration of Independence 

In 1776, Thomas Jefferson and other prominent US political figures wrote the US 
Declaration of Independence, which proclaimed the right to life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness, as well as announced the colonies’ separation from Great 
Britain. Adopted by Congress, the declaration is based on the statement “all men 
are created equal”. Although not legally binding, the document would come to 
inspire many great future human rights documents. To think of the progress made 
between the Petition of Right and the US Declaration is truly astounding. The 
success of the Declaration of Independence led the United States of America to 
write a document that would eventually form a government and set laws in place, 
the Constitution of the United States of America.  

1787 The Constitution of the United States of America 

The Constitution of the United States of America was written in 1787 and is the 
longest surviving written governmental charter in the world. It formed the 
fundamental law of the US federal system of government and defined the basic 
rights of the citizen. The authors of the Constitution outlined the 3 sectors of 
government: the executive, legislative, and judiciary branches. This separation of 
powers created a system of checks and balances that arguably prevented one 
branch from having too much power. With the results of the American 
Revolution finalized, another country with similar values, France, was inspired to 

have a Revolution of its own. 

[I END THE QUOTE HERE AS, FROM THIS POINT FORWARD, THE 

‘FREEDOM DOCUMENTS’ CITED HAVE LESS TO DO WITH NATURAL 

LAW AND INCREASINGLY MORE TO DO WITH MAN AS HIS OWN 

GOD.] 

  

https://www.monticello.org/thomas-jefferson/brief-biography-of-jefferson/
https://www.britannica.com/event/American-Revolution
https://www.britannica.com/event/American-Revolution


ENCYCLOPEDIA BRITANNICA 

constitutionalism 

law 
By Richard Bellamy • Edit History  

 

constitutionalism, doctrine that a government’s authority is determined by a body 
of laws or constitution. Although constitutionalism is sometimes regarded as a 
synonym for limited government, that is only one interpretation and by no means 
the most prominent one historically. More generally constitutionalism refers to 

efforts to prevent arbitrary government. 

At its most generic level, arbitrariness consists in the capacity of rulers to govern 
willfully—that is, with complete discretion—and to serve their own interests rather 
than those of the ruled. Constitutionalism attempts to avoid these dangers by 
designing mechanisms that determine who can rule, how, and for what purposes. 
However, constitutional traditions differ as to what precisely counts as an arbitrary 
act and which mechanisms offer the best defense against arbitrary acts occurring. 
The classical republican tradition, as related by its neorepublican interpreters to 
political constitutionalism, identifies arbitrariness with domination of the ruled by 
their rulers and seeks to avoid it by establishing a condition of political equality 
characterized by a balance of power between all the relevant groups and parties 
within a polity, so that no one can rule without consulting the interests of the ruled. 
The more modern, liberal tradition identifies arbitrariness with interference with 
individual rights and seeks to establish protections for them via the separation of 
powers and a judicially protected constitution. 

Both traditions are present within most democracies and can be found side by side 
in many constitutions. The first tradition focuses on the design and functioning of 
the democratic process, including the selection of electoral systems and the choice 
between presidential or parliamentary forms of government, of unitary or federal 
arrangements, and of unicameralism or bicameralism. Although the detailing of 
these procedural mechanisms and the relations between them usually forms the 
bulk of most constitutional documents, their constitutional importance has come 
to be eclipsed—in legal circles particularly—by the second tradition. This view 
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emphasizes the specification and judicial protection of the different competences 
of the political system and of constitutionally entrenched rights by a constitutional 
court. Political theorists and scientists disagree, however, on whether these two 
traditions are complementary, mutually entailed, or incompatible. The second is 
often seen as necessary to ensure the fairness of the procedures and/or the 
outcomes of the first. Yet it lays itself open in turn to doubts about whether courts 
are, or could ever be, truly bound by constitutions so that law rather than judges 
rule and, if so, whether judicial processes are not more arbitrary and prone to error 
for deciding constitutional outcomes than the democratic procedures and 
outcomes they are often thought to legitimately limit. In the following sections, this 
entry traces these two traditions and then turns to exploring their respective 
advantages and disadvantages and any tensions and complementarities that exist 
between them. 

Two traditions of constitutionalism 

Political constitutionalism: from mixed government to 
representative democracy 

The theory of mixed government originated with ancient thought and the 
classification of political systems on the basis of whether one, a few, or many ruled. 
According to this theory, the three basic types of polity—monarchy, aristocracy, 
and democracy—were liable to degenerate into tyranny, oligarchy, and anarchy, 
respectively. This corruption stemmed from the concentration of power in the 
hands of a single person or group, which created a temptation to its abuse through 
allowing arbitrary rule. The solution was to ensure moderation and proportion by 
combining or mixing various types. As a result, the virtues of each form of 
government, namely, a strong executive, the involvement of the “better” elements 
of society, and popular legitimacy, theoretically could be obtained without the 
corresponding vices. 

Three elements underlie this classic theory of mixed government. First, arbitrary 
power was defined as the capacity of one individual or group to dominate 
another—that is, to possess the ability to rule them without consulting their 
interests. To be dominated in such an arbitrary way was to be reduced to the 
condition of a slave who must act as his or her master wills. Overcoming 
arbitrariness so conceived requires that a condition of political equality exist among 
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all free citizens. Only then will no one person or group be able to think or act as the 
master of others. Second, the means to minimize such domination was to ensure 
that no one could rule without the support of at least one other individual or body. 
The aim was to so mix social classes and factions in decision making to ensure that 
their interests were given equal consideration, with each being forced to “hear the 
other side.” To quote another republican motto, “The price of liberty is eternal 
vigilance,” with each group watching over the others to ensure that none of them 
dominated the other by ignoring their concerns. Third, the balance to be achieved 
was one that aspired to harmonize different social interests and maintain the 
stability of the polity, preventing so far as was possible the inevitable degeneration 
into one of the corrupt forms of government. 

Thus, mixed government provides a model of constitutionalism according to the 
institutions that structure the way decisions are taken. Although elements of the 
theory can be found in Aristotle’s Politics, the locus classicus is Book VI of Polybius’s 
Histories. He underlined its prime purpose as providing mechanisms whereby no 
individual, body, or group could rule alone, thereby curbing the descent into 
tyranny, oligarchy, or anarchy. Polybius regarded the republican constitution of 
ancient Rome as exemplifying this theory. Thus, the consuls (highest of the ordinary 
magistracies in the ancient Roman Republic) provided the monarchical element, 
the Senate provided the aristocratic, while the popular element was represented 
by the Tribunes of the People, the Plebeian Council, and the electoral, judicial, and 
legislative powers the people could exercise directly. As he noted, the key feature 
of Roman republican government was that each of these three groups exercised 
slightly different powers but required the cooperation of the others to do so. So 
consuls might exercise war powers, yet they needed the Senate to approve 
generals, reward them, and provide the necessary funds, whereas the people 
approved treaties and could try high officials and generals for misconduct. 
Meanwhile, the more-executive roles possessing the most discretion were further 
weakened by their power being shared among multiple officeholders and its being 
dependent on elections and of short duration. Thus, there were two consuls, each 
able to veto the other’s decisions; 10 tribunes with similar countervailing powers; 
and so on, with none able to hold office for more than a year. 
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The resulting need for different groups to work together was summarized in the 
slogan Senatus Populusque Romanus (“The Senate and the Roman People,” 
frequently abbreviated to SPQR). In reality, though, their relationship was far from 
harmonious, with the patrician element largely predominating, except when 
factional disputes led a given group among them to seek the support of the 
plebeians (the general citizenry). The conflict between social classes was given 
greater emphasis by Niccolò Machiavelli, who offered a radical version of the 
Polybian argument in his Discorsi. He observed how all polities contain two classes, 
the nobles (grandi) and the people (popolo), whose desires conflict. However, he 
claimed that their discord, far from being destructive, actively promoted “all the 
laws made in favour of liberty”—each was led to promote freedom by virtue of 
seeking ways of checking the arbitrary power of the other. However, like Polybius, 
Machiavelli believed that all systems ultimately become corrupt and degenerate 
into either tyranny or anarchy—the balance of power merely serving to stave off 
this inevitable cycle. 

The 17th and 18th centuries brought three main changes to the doctrine. The first, 
explored below, was the development of the separation of powers as a variation 
on the doctrine of mixed government. The theory of mixed government involves 
no clear distinction between the different branches of government. Executive, 
legislative, and especially judicial tasks were shared between the different social 
classes and exercised by all the government bodies. Indeed, the popular element 
exercised certain legislative and judicial functions directly through plebiscites and 
as jurors. The second change was in the type of “balance” mixed government was 
supposed to achieve. The classic theory took the idea of the “body” politic literally. 
Just as bodily health was said to rely on a sound physical constitution and a 
balanced diet and way of life, so the health of the polity depended on a sound 
constitution that achieved a “natural” balance between the various organs and 
“humors” of the political body. As we saw, in line with this organic imagery, the aim 
was to hold off the inevitable degeneration and corruption of the system. Balance 
was a static equilibrium, designed to maintain the status quo. However, the 17th 
and 18th centuries saw a new, more dynamic notion of balance, inspired by 
Newtonian physics and based on mechanics and physical forces. In this conception, 
balance could involve a harnessing of opposed forces, holding them in a dynamic 
equilibrium that combined and increased their joint power. The change can be seen 
in the notion of the “balance of trade,” which went from being an equal exchange 
of goods between states to a competition between trading nations that 
encouraged their mutual productivity and innovation. In this account, the “cycle of 
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life,” where growth was followed by decay, became replaced by the idea of 
progress, in which change and transformation had positive connotations. 

The third development drew on the first two. This was the idea that political 
balance now consisted of the competition between government and a “loyal” 
opposition. As parties evolved from simple factions and patronage networks among 
rivals for office to electoral machines defined as much by ideology and social 
composition as by the personal ambitions and interests of the political class, they 
became the organs of this new type of balance. In keeping with the older theory of 
mixed government, one of the virtues of parties was their ability to mix different 
social classes and interests and combine them around a common program. Indeed, 
just as economic competition led rival firms to compete over price, innovate, and 
explore untapped markets, so electoral competition led rival parties to compete 
over policy efficiency and effectiveness, devise novel forms of delivery, and focus 
on areas appealing to different sections of the electorate. This modern form of 
political constitutionalism has proven constitutional in both form and substance. 
Equal votes, majority rule, and competitive party elections offer a mechanism for 
impartially and equitably weighing and combining the views of millions of citizens 
about the nature of the public good. And in making politicians popularly 
accountable, it gives them an incentive to rule in nonarbitrary ways that respond 
to the concerns of the different minorities that form any working majority, thereby 
upholding both rights and the public interest rather than their own interests. 

Meanwhile, mixed government has developed in new ways through federal and 
convocational arrangements that likewise seek to ensure that different kinds of 
interest are involved in the policy- and lawmaking processes on an equal basis. Yet 
nobody would deny that the systems of most democracies are far from perfect, and 
it has become increasingly common to look to other constitutional traditions to 
rectify these problems. 

Legal constitutionalism: from the separation of powers to rights 
and judicial review 

According to Article 16 of the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the 
Citizen of 1789, “Any society in which the guarantee of rights is not assured, nor 
the separation of powers determined, has no constitution.” Though widely 
accepted today, this view was novel at the time, shaped by the experience of the 
English, American, and French revolutions. The separation of powers developed 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/connotations
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ideology
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/composition
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/efficiency
https://www.britannica.com/dictionary/incentive
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Declaration-of-the-Rights-of-Man-and-of-the-Citizen
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Declaration-of-the-Rights-of-Man-and-of-the-Citizen
https://www.britannica.com/topic/separation-of-powers


out of the theory of mixed government during the English Civil Wars of the mid-
17th century. In 1642, Charles I belatedly invoked the doctrine of mixed 
government to defend the joint rule of monarch, lords, and commons as implied 
by the notion that Parliament meant all three (the doctrine of “King in Parliament” 
as the sovereign body of the realm). His execution posed the problem of how to 
control government in a society without distinctions of rank. Dividing the executive, 
legislative, and judicial functions between three distinct agencies appeared to 
provide a response to this dilemma. However, it took some time to evolve. 
Although Book 11, Chapter 6 of Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws has been 
credited with offering a definitive statement of the doctrine, his account still bore 
the hallmarks of its origins in the system of mixed government—not least because 
of its being based on an analysis of the British parliamentary system and the 
respective roles of monarch, lords, and commons within it. The functional division 
also remained far from clear-cut, with the judicial branch and function still 
imperfectly differentiated from the other two. Only with the drafting of the U.S. 
Constitution and the debates surrounding it—most notably embodied in the 
Federalist Papers—did the doctrine emerge in its mature form. 

The underlying rationale of this separation is that individuals or groups should not 
be “judges in their own cause.” The division between the three branches aims to  
ensure that those who formulate the laws are distinct from those entrusted with 
their interpretation, application, and enforcement. In this way, lawmakers are 
subject to the same laws and so have an incentive to avoid self-interested 
legislation and to frame it in general terms that will be equally applicable to all. 
These laws then guide the decisions of the executive and judiciary, who, because 
they are similarly under the law, also have good reason to act in an impartial 
manner. Separating functions also brings the efficiency gains associated with the 
division of labor. In particular, the activity of the legislature is made less 
cumbersome through delegating more short-term decisions to an executive branch 
capable of acting with greater coherence and dispatch. 

On its own, it is unclear how effective this separation is. Not only are the four 
functions hard to distinguish clearly, but unless a different group operates each 
branch, there is nothing to prevent their acting in concert. However, four other 
theoretical developments accompanied the shift from mixed government to the 
separation of powers that changed its character. First, mixed government had been 
challenged earlier by theorists of sovereignty, such as Jean Bodin and Thomas 
Hobbes, who regarded the idea of dividing power as incoherent. The separation of 

https://www.britannica.com/event/English-Civil-Wars
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/invoked
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/sovereign
https://www.britannica.com/topic/executive-government
https://www.britannica.com/topic/parliamentary-system
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/differentiated
https://www.britannica.com/topic/judiciary
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/efficiency
https://www.britannica.com/topic/legislature
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/coherence
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/sovereignty
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Jean-Bodin
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thomas-Hobbes
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thomas-Hobbes


powers came into being in a context shaped by the notion that at some level power 
had to be concentrated, and, in the context of the English, American, and French 
revolutions, the natural assumption was to shift the sovereign power of the 
monarch to the people as a whole. Second, the notion of the people as a whole was 
likewise new. Previously, the “people” had simply meant the “commons” or the 
“many.” The whole people became the authors of the constitution, which, as the 
embodiment of their will, became sovereign over the will of any subdivision of the 
people, including the majority. Third, as a corollary, constitutions became 
entrenched written documents expressing a “higher” law, which could be amended 
only by the people as a whole or by some supermajority that could plausibly be said 
to represent their will. Fourth, notions of rights became key aspects of the 
constitution. Initially rights were no more an intrinsic part of the separation of 
powers than they had been of mixed government. The Bill of Rights was an 
appendix to the U.S. Constitution, which had previously been confined to 
describing the system of government. Nevertheless, the securing of individual 
rights gradually became the goal of all constitutional arrangements. 

These four developments, but particularly the last two, had a tremendous impact 
on constitutionalism and proved crucial in moving it in a legal and especially a 
judicial direction. Within the “pure” theory of the separation of powers, all three 
branches were coequal. As with the theory of mixed government, the aim was to 
prevent any one section of society dominating another by obliging each to 
collaborate with the others. If anything, the legislative power was logically prior to 
the others—producing in the U.S. scheme federal and bicameral arrangements 
within the legislature that harked back to the doctrine of mixed government and a 
clear division between the legislature and executive. As noted earlier, the 
distinctiveness of judicial functions was weak in the doctrine of mixed government 
and slow to emerge in the theory of the separation of powers. However, making a 
legal document sovereign—only challengeable by the sovereignty of the people as 
a whole—inevitably empowered the judiciary, particularly given the comparative 
length of judicial appointments and their relative isolation from electoral pressures 
by contrast to the other branches. The judiciary now decided the competences of 
the various branches of government, including their own, and set limits not only to 
the processes of government but also to its goals with regard to individual rights. 
These features have come to define modern constitutionalism and are reflected in 
all the constitutional arrangements of postwar democracies. Yet they also coexist 

with forms of political constitutionalism and mixed government. 
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Political and legal constitutionalism compared 

An entrenched, rights-based, and justiciable (that is, liable to trial in a court of 
justice) constitution is said to ensure stable and accountable government, obliging 
legislatures and executives to operate according to the established rules and 
procedures. Above all it prevents their sacrificing individual rights to administrative 
convenience, popular prejudices, or short-term gains. Given that arguably no 
working constitutional government has not been also a working democracy, few 
analysts believe that constitutions alone can restrain a genuinely tyrannical 
government. Rather, the aim is to prevent democratic governments from falling 
below their self-professed standards of showing all equal concern and respect. So 
a legal constitution is seen as a corrective to—even a foundation for—a working 
political constitution. Yet it remains a moot point whether it performs its appointed 
task any more effectively or legitimately. 

Democratic governments are sometimes said to be prone to overreacting to 
emergency situations, sacrificing civil rights to security, and pandering to either 
electorally important, yet unrepresentative, minorities or the populist sentiments 
of the majority. Insulated from such pressures, a court can be more impartial while 
its judgments are bound by constitutional law. However, others contend that these 
supposed advantages turn out to be disadvantageous. Turning to the courts offers 
an alternative to entering the political realm, yet access is more restricted than 
voting and the costs of pursuing a case can be as prohibitive for most ordinary 
citizens as founding a new party. Meanwhile, legal recourse makes it possible for 
those with deep pockets to fasten onto a single issue that affects their interests 
without the necessity of winning others to their point of view. Courts may be 
restricted to the law in their judgments—but what does that mean? Is the law to 
be found in the text of the constitution, the presumed original intentions of those 
who drafted it, the objective meaning of the principles, or the common 
understandings of the people? Words are open to multiple meanings. It is often 
argued that the intentions of the drafters of a constitution are unlikely to be 
consistent or knowable and may well be inappropriate in contemporary conditions. 
Some observers argue that being bound by the past favours the status quo and 
those who are privileged by current arrangements, thereby hindering progressive 
reform. If the principles behind the constitution are universal and timeless, then it 
can be applied to any and all situations. Yet legal philosophers—no less than 
citizens—disagree on whether such principles exist, let alone what they might 
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require in particular cases. The notion that appealing to a popular consensus will 
resolve that problem is often discounted by those who believe that political 
constitutionalism consults popular views directly. Critics of judicial review have 
argued, then, that it risks becoming arbitrary rather than being a block on 
arbitrariness. 

As legal constitutionalism spread, establishing itself not just in former authoritarian 
regimes but also in the United Kingdom and Commonwealth countries where 
political constitutionalism had hitherto held sway alone, some scholars highlighted 
drawbacks. Critics of legal constitutionalism have argued that it has been 
introduced by hegemonic groups fearing political challenges to their position. They 
contend that whereas political constitutionalism responds to majority views for 
enhanced and more equal public goods, legal constitutionalism has inhibited such 
reforms on grounds of their interfering with individual property and other rights. 
Of course, important exceptions exist, with the progressive rulings of the Warren 
Court (1953–69) in the United States offering an apparent contrast to the free 
market decisions of the Lochner era (1897–1937). Disagreement over the merits of 
legal and political constitutionalism remains a central element of 21st-century 
political discourse. 

Richard Bellamy  
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