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	This thesis investigates the various meanings of liberty held by late 18th-century Americans. It is argued that their understanding of liberty was strikingly different from that held by contemporary Americans and, in fact, it is shown to have been hostile to individualist claims made against the community. This puts into question the existence of a continuity of core political values, at least at the elite level, across American history. In addition, I also explore the meaning of ancillary concepts like self, autonomy, sin and slavery as expressed in the political pamphlet and sermon literatures. With the addition of this evidence, I am able to demonstrate that many, if not most, Americans held to a political theory which was largely corporate in focus, legitimately ethically intrusive in nature, Protestant in telos, and localist in range. Accordingly, I argue that all readings of important 'foundational' political documents which ignore these differences must be critically reviewed. Throughout, I am concerned with demonstrating that the Protestant agrarian communalist political theory uncovered in this thesis was both quintessentially American and reflected widely accepted 18th-century intellectual standards. It is held that the study of 18th-century American political theory cannot be effectively accomplished without integrating this body of thought into the wider and more encompassing context of 18th-century Western political theory. In particular, their confidence in an ordered and purposeful universe powerfully colored how they understood critically important political concepts. Accordingly, it is argued that we must appropriate their thinking only with great caution in order to not deform it in anachronistic ways. 


