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Abstract

What does reform mean and what are its origins? Is reform conservative or liberal, populist or progressive? Is reform achieved by restoring previous institutions or by progressing to a new and different future?  This article examines these questions and explicates the intellectual roots of the idea of reform. More specifically, it is an examination of the relationship of reform to the liberal and conservative traditions. Because the argument here is, in part, that reform is a “modern” idea, an examination of its meaning must begin with important shifts of intellectual paradigms that can be traced to the European Reformation. The advent of the modern period, in turn, becomes a basis for the Enlightenment and the political thought of Locke, Burke, Hume, and Paine—each of whom makes a distinct contribution to the way we think about reform and the tension between restoration and progress. Finally, the idea of reform is examined in the writings of Madison, Tocqueville, and Calhoun.  The argument is that, despite the explicit linkage of reform and liberalism by political scientists and historians, the evolution of the idea of reform is more complex.  Indeed, its roots in the thought of classical liberals like Locke and Madison and its contrary meanings to conservatives like Burke and Hume belie the simple reform-progress-liberalism linkage to which we are accustomed. Instead, reform should be seen as a distinctly “modern” concept, one with both conservative and liberal variants, rather than inevitably linked to liberalism or to progressivism

  Restoration or Progress? 

The Intellectual Origins of Reform in American Politics

Americans and American politicians talk constantly of reform.  The Populist and Progressive parties of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were almost wholly oriented toward reform. Throughout the twentieth century various American political institutions have been the targets of reform or reform efforts. Not least among these targets, of course, has been the U.S. Congress—which has experienced no fewer than five major reform efforts during the past 100 years. Most recently, there is the curious phenomenon of Ross Perot’s highly personalistic campaigns which tapped reformist sentiments in a disaffected public, resulted in the formation of a Reform Party, and led to the election of former professional wrestler Jesse “The Body” Ventura as governor of Minnesota. Newt Gingrich cast his “Contract With America” as a reformist platform.
 Presidential-candidate rivals, Republicans George W. Bush and John McCain, sparred over who was the true reformer. “I’m the person who has been a reformer,” declared Bush, “It’s hard  to be a reformer if you have spent your entire career in Washington, D.C.”
 And, once it became clear that Bush and Democrat Albert Gore would be the principal nominees, they too commenced a sparring match over the mantle of reformer. Gore, Bush declared is “an obstacle to reform.”
 

What does reform mean and what are its origins? Is reform conservative or liberal, populist or progressive? Is reform achieved by restoring previous institutions or by progressing to a new and different future?  This article examines these questions and explicates the intellectual roots of the idea of reform. More specifically, it is an examination of the relationship of reform to the liberal and conservative traditions. Linguistically, the word lends itself to both interpretations. Consider, for example, the difference between return, restore, and revert on the one hand, and rethink, revitalize, renew on the other. Historically, reform as restoration is embodied in the Protestant Reformation’s call to erase centuries of church-promulgated doctrine in an attempt to return to the “first” and “true” teachings of the church.
 In a much later period Hofstadter described the American Progressive movement—the same could be said for Populism—as an “effort to restore a type of economic individualism and political democracy that was widely believed to have existed earlier in America.”

In contrast, reform as the attempt to shape a new and better future is found in works such as Thomas Paine’s Common Sense.
 Likewise, Madison’s characterization of the Constitutional convention as necessary to “remodel” and “reform” the Articles of Confederation invokes the notion of progress. Further, he notes, opinion favoring this course of action spread beyond the bounds of elite opinion to include the “public mind.” “The pub. Mind,” Madison wrote, “had been ripened for salutary Reform of the pol. System.”
  Tocqueville’s Democracy in America contrasts the temporal horizons of aristocratic and democratic peoples—the former wedded to the land and ancestry, the latter disengaged from past generations and focused on the future.
  

Although a handful of exceptions exist, contemporary political scientists and historians, it would appear, either avoid the meaning of reform entirely or accept it uncritically as a progressive idea. Davidson and Oleszek, for example, suggest that reformism can be traced to an “American faith in the inherently optimistic liberal tradition [that] tends to regard failure as an aberration, and structural reform as a means of liberating the underlying progressive qualities of human nature.”

In the introduction to his history of modern American reform, Goldman suggests that his endeavor might have started “with the Jefferson-Jackson traditions of the pre-Civil War period, or with seventeenth century European burghers…or even with the ancient prophets who made social justice a fundamental of Christian-Hebrew thinking.”
 Because the argument here is, in part, that reform is a “modern” idea, an examination of its meaning must begin with important shifts of intellectual paradigms that can be traced to the European Reformation. The advent of the modern period, in turn, becomes a basis for the Enlightenment and the political thought of Locke, Burke, Hume, and Paine—each of whom makes a distinct contribution to the way we think about reform and the tension between restoration and progress. Finally, the idea of reform is examined in the writings of Madison, Tocqueville, and Calhoun.  The argument is that, despite the explicit linkage of reform and liberalism by historians such as Goldman, the evolution of the idea of reform is more complex.  Indeed, its roots in the thought of classical liberals like Locke and Madison and its contrary meanings to conservatives like Burke and Hume belie the simple reform-progress-liberalism linkage to which we are accustomed. Instead, we argue that reform should be seen as a distinctly “modern” concept, one with both conservative and liberal variants, rather than inevitably linked to liberalism or to progressivism.  
I. Contemporary Characterizations of Reform
Although a variety of American institutions have been the focus of reform it is arguable that political institutions have been the most frequent targets of such efforts. Indeed, one might take the position that the history of American politics is a history of reform. In his study of political party reform William Crotty suggests that the reformist tradition “can be traced back to the founding of the nation and the often stormy application of moral and religious judgments to political matters.”
  But he also juxtaposes to this notion a twentieth-century impulse to impose “a clarity and economy of purpose” upon political institutions—an impulse that is managerial and operational. As we will see shortly, this latter version of reform was emblematic of the Progressive era, an era when reformers turned their attention to taming large scale organizations. In neither case, however, does Crotty go on to trace those roots or to explicate the suggested connections.  

As noted earlier, Davidson and Oleszek suggest that reformism should be linked closely to the American liberal and progressive traditions.  Unlike Crotty, however, Davidson and Oleszek are careful to articulate the vagaries of contemporary uses of the term and to call attention to its fundamentally political character: “’Reform’ denotes change for the better; but whether change is reform depends on where you are standing. One person’s reform is another person’s stumbling block.”
 But their treatment of the intellectual roots of the idea of reform, like Crotty’s, is brief since it merely introduces their more proximate concern: actual reform efforts within the U.S. Congress.  Neither Crotty nor Davidson and Oleszek are in any way to blame; it was not their purpose to explore the origins of this apparently modern idea.  Once again, therefore, the varied referents for this notion—moral and religious judgments, liberalism, optimism, progressivism—beg the question. What are the origins of reform? 

Crotty and Davidson and Oleszek (and many others) begin with assumptions about the progressive (and perhaps) liberal nature of reform. It stands to reason that their relatively immediate predecessors are a basis for such  assumptions. One of these, Richard Hofstadter , characterizes both Populism and Progressivism as movements growing out of agrarian and business discontent. Neither movement, he observes, was very distinct and neither was internally consistent.  As important, Hofstadter tells us that the broad impulse, “a growing enthusiasm”, for reform was meant to “restore” a previous condition that was thought to have been lost.  

…a rather widespread and remarkably good-natured effort of the greater part of society to achieve some not very clearly specified self-reformation.  Its general theme was the effort to restore a type of economic individualism and political democracy that was widely believed to have existed earlier in America and to have been destroyed by the great corporation and the corrupt political machine; and with that restoration to bring back a kind of morality and civic purity that was also believed to have been lost. 

Hofstadter emphasizes the impulse for improvement through restoration not progress. For Americans, it seems, faced the same sort of “crisis” that Europeans of the early modern period faced.
 Hofstadter continues: 

The protests of reformers against this state of affairs [a managerial and bureaucratic society] often took the form of demands for the maintenance of the kind of opportunity that was passing rather than for the furtherance of existing tendencies toward organization.

Critical here is Hofstader’s notion that restoration was an impulse not in fact a solution. The “tendencies toward organization” for society, the economy, and the state are viewed as inexorable. 

Wiebe offers a very similar theme in The Search for Order. America in the later part of the nineteenth century was characterized by a decentralized, personal, community-based social and political culture. Urbanization, bureaucratization, industrialization would challenge and eliminate the autonomy of such communities. Modern, large-scale America would replace a rural and provincial America, but not without a “dramatic struggle to defend the independence of the community.”
 That struggle focused initially upon preservation or restoration of what had been the norm. Ironically, as Wiebe points out, it required a national organization and centralized powers to achieve its goals. And ultimately, says Wiebe, the local character of the movement was transformed in a fashion that embraced a bolder role for the state:

The process by which the government opened its doors to world affairs and transformed discrete responses into policies properly belonged with the general contemporary movements to manage a disorderly environment. The same broad pattern prevailed here as well: the initial efforts to impose crude order, the desire for regularity and predictability, the need for a government of continuous involvement, and the emphasis upon executive administration. Here also a basic qualitative shift occurred in those few critical years around 1900.

A third chronicler of the age, Goldman, offers a parallel take on the initially restorative impulse of the Progressive movement. Like Hofstader, Wiebe (and indeed others), Goldman pictures the early Populist period and the emergence of the Progressive movement as, initially, an attempt to restore a decentralized, community-based democracy that was widely viewed as under attack by big capital and urbanization. Ultimately, however, this was roughly shaped into a national movement that overcame its local roots and local targets and which embraced liberalism with a national, but uncorrupt, government as its handmaiden:

The restoration of opportunity by giving stronger powers to more democratized governments, a businesslike restoration with no disreputable caterwauling—such was the least common denominator of the thinking that was rising out of the union of liberalism and Populism. It was a denominator to which each progressive added his own integers; it had its confusions, its vagaries, and its dodges. But it was a sweepingly appealing program, the most national one since the Republican platform that rode Lincoln into the White House, and for most progressives it carried the kind of emotional intensity that whirls political movements ahead.
   

Thus Goldman, even more explicitly than Hofstadter or Wiebe, equates liberalism with reform and reform with progress. They are, it appears, different conceptions but at heart, the same thing. 

Even if this is true for the Progressive movement, however, are liberalism, progressivism, and reform, irrevocably linked? As noted earlier, the argument here is that reform is neither a distinctly liberal nor conservative idea but rather a modern idea. Explicit efforts at reform of social/political institutions are usually loosely traced to the Enlightenment. However, the basic elements of a reformist attitude took shape prior to the Enlightenment, during the early modern period. Thus, to fully examine its intellectual roots we must return, at least briefly to medieval Europe, the early modern period, and the Reformation.  For, it is the Renaissance and the Reformation that usher in what we call the modern era.  

II. Reformation and Reform: Foundations
Alfred Crosby has argued that Western Europeans made a dramatic, if gradual,  intellectual shift from qualitative to quantitative thought in the late Middle Ages. He tells us that Europeans of the Middle Ages “had no set way to think about change, certainly not social change, while Europe of 1750 was at least acquainted with the concept.”
 To be clear, Crosby does not mean that Europeans experienced no change. Quite  the contrary, it was rapid and bewildering at times. Rather their faith in what he calls the “venerable model”—a model composed of qualitative rather than precise notions of time, space, and mathematics—did not contain a sense of order or progress that could make sense of the changes they experienced. Among the conditions that contributed to the ultimate transition, he asserts, was the explosion of intellectual ferment that was permitted by an erosion of central authority: 

The West lacked firmness of political and religious and, speaking in the broadest generality, cultural authority. It was, among the great civilizations, unique in its stubborn resistance to political, religious, and intellectual centralization and standardization. It shared one thing with the universe described by such mystics as Nicholas of Cusa and Giordano Bruno: it had no center and, therefore, had centers everywhere.
 

The erosion of a center led to intellectual ferment that the church had worked to prevent by expulsion, repression, or even extermination for more than a millennium. With multiple centers no single paradigm could dominate.
 

In a very similar vein, Alister McGrath attributes the unchecked development of religious doctrinal diversity in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries to the crisis of authority experienced by the church:

The factors leading to the erosion of such centralized power as had previously existed at this crucial period in history are not fully understood: what is evident, however, are the consequences of this erosion of power, in that the new reforming movements were allowed to develop with minimal hindrance.

This lack of central authority—theological, intellectual, political, and social—is an appropriate place to commence a consideration of reform. Indeed, what better place to begin than in an era called the Reformation. 

Traditionally, Luther and theology have been  the centerpiece for considerations of the Reformation. But more recently a variety of scholars have pointed out that the Reformation was not solely Lutherian and that Lutheranism cannot be easily characterized or traced to a single intellectual source.
 As Oberman puts it:

…reformation means more than the life and thought of Martin Luther; it carries the connotation of a movement and evokes the image of a tidal wave sweeping along not only theological but also political and social currents.

Indeed, beyond theology, a wide variety of institutions were targeted for reform during this era—the church (and with it the episcopate), the state, cities, universities, and monasteries, for example.
 McGrath argues that the era must be seen as a congeries of changes with complex intellectual roots: 

The Reformation, considered as an historical phenomenon, cannot be explained on the basis of the religious ideas underlying it alone. The rise of nationalism, the growing political power of both south German and Swiss cities and the German princes, the rise in lay piety and theological awareness—all these coincided with the crisis within the world of religious ideas, turning an essentially intellectual movement into a political upheaval.
 
Although the leap forward noted by Crosby and others is critical to an understanding of reform, the restorative and conservative roots of the early reformation are as remarkable.  McGrath and others, for example, make it clear that a religious ferment in the late Medieval period, and indeed Luther’s earliest efforts, were aimed at restoring the true teachings of the church. Those teachings had been institutionalized by the central authority of the church which took upon itself the job of interpreting and validating the basic elements of the faith. By the late Medieval period, however, the educational advantage of the clergy had eroded, vernacular texts became widely available, and the notion of individual, direct, interpretation of the bible became more plausible.
 Regardless, the impetus for change, at least initially, was restorative rather than progressive. The authority of the church came to be questioned along with its institutions and practices (the sale of dispensations, for example).  But reform did not focus upon modernization, it focused upon reviving the Church of Peter. 

Elton’s treatment of the Reformation in England is quite similar. Although “uncomfortable changes”—in population, wealth, manufacturing, trade, and social philosophy—were widely recognized in England early in the sixteenth century, Elton suggests that no one was equipped to solve them in any positive fashion.
  The solutions lay in the past not in a new or different future:

In an uncertain world, a world full of death and disorder and misery, a precarious stability could, it seemed, be preserved only by prohibiting all change; and if change could not be avoided it must at least appear to be the restoration of a better past rather than the institution of a better future.

For Elton, and others, only later did a solution, a coping mechanism, begin to emerge. Thus, by the close of the sixteenth century Western Europeans had, in Crosby’s words, a “new model” to replace the “venerable” model. The new model of reality was a visual and quantitative way of perceiving time, space, and the material environment.  And, Crosby asserts, it “proved extraordinarily robust, providing humanity with unprecedented power and many humans with the comfort of a faith…that they were capable of an intimate understanding of the universe.”

In sum, as early as the reformation a tension emerges between restoration and progress, between an authoritative horizon oriented to the past and one that is oriented towards the future. The initial response to decline or deterioration is restorative—a desire to reacquire the status quo ante—as the treatments noted above suggest. Nonetheless, several elements that appear necessary for the growth of the idea of reform can be identified as emergent in this period. First, institutions of various kinds and, importantly, their attendant bureaucracies, begin to flourish in late medieval and early modern Europe. If reform is taken in its true meaning, to return to a former good state, then it is necessary to consider what sorts of things are worth restoring. Enter institutions.  Prior to the Middle Ages, there were very few social structures that could be considered institutions—and by far they were mostly religious.  Absent institutions there could be no sentiment for preservation.  By the 12th century, however, institutions—in the form of the nobility, religious organizations, a judicial system, universities, and emerging states—existed in much clearer form.

Second, a belief in the capacity to reason, and therefore a capacity to devise, a priori, solutions to perceived problems in institutions, also was necessary for the idea of reform to emerge. If humans are driven by passions then the role of institutions is to protect and to preserve certain features of the social environment—to hold the wicked in check and force them to keep the peace, as Luther would put it. Experience, then, is paramount and it becomes a source for values and wisdom. On the other hand, if humans can reason then experience can be used as data from which to project a better future. 

Third, attitudes toward the natural world and human capacity to comprehend and even control it emerge through science. Crosby’s argument is that the shift from the “venerable” to the “new” model was, essentially, a means of comprehending the world and for dealing with the enormity of the physical and social environment. Absent science, a positive attitude toward reform would be difficult to imagine. One could only return to the tested wisdom of experience. 

Finally, in some sense, these three relate to a fourth element, namely history. Attitudes toward the past and the future also are essential to the idea of reform. If history is cyclic, then reform does not make much sense, since humans are, in some sense, doomed to repeat both the mistakes and triumphs of the past. By contrast, if humans are capable of understanding concrete and fleeting aspects of the world—via reason and science—then the prospects for intervention and control must be acknowledged. It then becomes possible to affect history rather than simply to experience a particular phase of it. In concert, these elements provide a path to the positivism of the seventeenth century and, a bit later, the Enlightenment. And yet, except in a generic sense, there is no hint of liberalism or conservatism. 

III. Liberalism, Conservatism and Reform
If the intellectual transformation of early modern Europe makes the idea of reform possible, then political debates of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries are the immediate, and indeed, proximate sources for the idea of reform in America. Thus, we must look to the intellectual forbears of authors such as Madison for clues regarding reform in the New World. The most obvious of these sources, of course, are Locke, Burke, Hume, and Paine, each of whom presents us with a distinct position on the issue of reform. Locke is considered a classic liberal, Hume a conservative (although there is some debate about that), Burke a conservative, and Paine a liberal and perhaps a radical. 

In spite of his liberalism—evidenced by his stress upon natural rights, property rights, individual self-determination, and other basic individual freedoms—and his links to the Enlightenment, Locke’s political writings are seen by some as  restorative rather than as  progressive.
  That is to say, Locke’s preferred polity, characterized by a mixed constitution, was based upon England’s “ancient constitution.”
  In the Second Treatise it is the mixed government of an hereditary monarchy, an hereditary nobility, and an assembly of representatives chosen by the people in whose hands Locke places the “legislative” function.
 In a similar vein, Parry tells us that the theme of Locke’s political writings is restoration and that he was intent “on re-establishing government upon its  original foundations.”
 Although Locke acknowledged that the legislative power might be forfeited by the “miscarriages of those in authority,” thereby occasioning the creation of “a new form,” his presumption appears to be that power would be restored to the old form but placed in “new hands.”
 Locke may have many liberal characteristics, but his attitude toward reform would not appear to be among them. And, unlike Madison, long considered to be Locke’s intellectual offspring, he proposed no bold new forms, no great leap forward, but rather traditional and familiar forms of mixed government.

Burke’s credentials as a conservative are undisputed and his reverence for the “ancient” constitution is at the center of his thought. And as we know, in Reflections on the Revolution in France he firmly allies himself with the restorationist camp: 

The very idea of the fabrication of a new government, is enough to fill us with disgust and horror. We wished at the period of the Revolution, and do now wish, to derive all we possess as an inheritance from our forefathers. Upon that body and stock of inheritance we have taken care not to inoculate any cyon [scion] alien to the nature of the original plant. All the reformations we have hitherto made, have proceeded upon the principle of reference to antiquity; and I hope, nay I am persuaded, that all those which possibly may be made hereafter, will be carefully formed upon analogical precedent, authority, and example.

Burke is explicit in accepting the prospect of reform but he attacks the violence and destructiveness of the Revolution. The “arbitrary” assembly of France, he wrote, commenced “their schemes of reform with abolition and total destruction.”
 For Burke, the task is at “once to preserve and reform,” a process that requires a “vigorous mind,” “persevering attention,” and “powers of comparison and combination.”
 Put succinctly, reform is slow. So slow, in fact, that it may be imperceptible. Regardless,  Burke’s notion of reform is based not on a priori reasoning but upon experience. What of Hume, a conservative of a different sort? 

Like Burke, Hume too is typically considered a conservative.
 For Hume, doubts about the capacity to reason required a dependence upon experience and, hence, we are to  view him as a conservative. And there is no doubt that Hume is cautious about change. For example, he sounds much like Burke in this passage from Idea of a Perfect Commonwealth:  

An established government has an infinite advantage, by that very circumstance of its being established; the bulk of mankind being governed by authority, not reason, and never attributing authority to any thing that has not the recommendation of antiquity. To tamper, therefore, in this affair, or try experiments merely upon the credit of supposed argument and philosophy, can never be the part of a wise magistrate, who will bear a reverence to what carries the marks of age….

Burkean? Perhaps, but where Burke remains steadfast in his commitment to the ancient constitution and to antiquity, Hume accepts the prospect of progress. Innovations are possible but they are not to be undertaken by the unreflective and in no case should they be the product of violence: 

Some innovations must necessarily have place in every human institution, and it is happy where enlightened genius of the age gives these a direction to the side of reason, liberty and justice: but violent innovations no individual is entitled to make: they are even dangerous to be attempted by the legislature: more ill than good is ever to be expected from them….

The wise magistrate, Hume tells us, does not stand pat or as Burke would have it simply adhere to inherited tradition. Instead, the magistrate will “attempt improvements for the public good” but do so with due regard for the “ancient fabric.” 

In all cases, it must be advantageous to know what is most perfect in the kind, that we may be able to bring any real constitution or form of government as near it as possible, by such gentle alterations and innovations as may not give too great disturbance to society.

What’s critical for Hume, and his offspring Madison, is that progress is possible. We may not be able to achieve the perfect commonwealth but, cautiously, we can move real constitutions in that positive direction. 

Finally, Paine’s contribution to this debate is useful on two counts. First, his pairing with Burke in the dispute over the Revolution in France is enduring. And second, Paine’s diagnosis of both the American and French experience is distinct from John C. Calhoun, to whom we shall turn later on. In Rights of Man and Common Sense Paine rejects a dependence on the past and upon the “ancient constitution.” In the former he writes: “That which may be thought right and found convenient in one age, may be thought wrong and inconvenient in another. In such cases, Who is to decide, the living, or the dead?”
 Paine is, at minimum, the most thoroughgoing progressive, even radical of these. He accepts, indeed endorses, the violence attendant to revolutionary change. But he is more nearly a provocateur—especially in Common Sense—presenting a call to arms rather than a  clear architectural plan for the future. For Paine it is clear only that reconciliation and restoration are no path to that future. 

IV. Progressive and Restorative Reform in America
Although Madison can be considered a classical liberal, and thereby perhaps a conservative, his orientation to reform is essentially positivist and progressive rather than restorative. There seems little doubt that Madison was a social engineer who viewed experience as a fuel for reason. At the outset of Federalist 10, his first, Madison cites  empirical evidence not to dictate the future, á la Burke, but as a platform from which to reason about a better future: 

The valuable improvements made by the American constitutions on the popular models, both ancient and modern, cannot certainly be too much admired; but it would be an unwarrantable partiality to contend that they have as effectually obviated the danger on this side, as was wished and expected.

Madison preaches due devotion to antiquity but, again unlike Burke, not slavishness to it. 

Is it not the glory of the people of America, that, whilst they have paid a decent regard to the opinions of former times and other nations, they have not suffered a blind veneration for antiquity, for custom, or for names, to overrule the suggestions of their own good sense, the knowledge of their own situation, and the lessons of their own experience?

Likewise, in the “Preface” to his Notes of the Debates Madison writes of ancient (albeit imperfect) and modern examples of confederated systems.  He then proceeds to argue that the new Constitution is without “example” in that it combines “a federal form with the forms of individual Republics, as may enable each to supply the defects of the other and obtain the advantages of both.”
 Examples, improvements, defects, and advantages: what did Madison have in mind?  Later in the Preface Madison characterizes the Constitutional convention as necessary to “remodel,”  to “reform,” and to effect the “”revisal” of the Articles.
  

For Madison, the need to defeat the mischief of faction and to cure the “mortal diseases” that caused popular governments to “perish” was a matter of common concern to the “friend of popular government.”
 Fortunately, for the calculating and inventive Madison, a solution was at hand in the form of the new Constitution: “Behold a republican remedy to the diseases most incident to republican government.”
 Madison’s proclivity to medical and scientific metaphor and a concern for mechanical form has been carefully documented by Garry Wills, who argues that this concern with the “algebra of government…reflected a favorite concern of the Enlightenment.”
  

The concern here is not with the character of the solution but with the language used to suggest and defend that solution, because, as Wills notes, the language is characteristic of the Enlightenment.  Yes, it contains its pessimism.  But at each point Madison shows optimism about solutions, fixes, cures, and improvements and joins them with a faith in the capacity to set these reforms before the court of public opinion. “But what is government itself but the greatest of all reflections on human nature.”
  In the Medieval period the notion of an independent capacity for improvement and the acquisition of knowledge was just emerging.  By the Revolutionary period it was widespread.  

Like Hume before him, and later chroniclers of the Progressive era, Madison recognized the importance of opinion. Opinion favoring reform, he notes, spread beyond the bounds of elites to the “public mind.”
  “The pub. mind,” Madison wrote, “had been ripened for a salutary Reform of the pol. System.”
 To this, Madison added: 

At the date of the Convention, the aspect & retrospect of the pol: condition of the U. S. could not but fill the pub. mind with a gloom which was relieved only by a hope that so select a Body would devise an adequate remedy for the existing and prospective evils so impressively demanding it.
 

This concern with opinion resonates in Madison and reflects not only his immediate intellectual forbears, particularly David Hume, but also the notion of Medieval scholars that the Reformation was not just an intellectual movement but also reflective of a “general frame of mind” that focused upon the ills of society.
  

For those who would count Hume a conservative and remark upon his belief that reason is subject to passion, Madison must be judged as remarkably similar. For example, in Federalist No. 10 Madison sounds very much like Hume in warning about the impact of passion upon reason: 

As long as the reason of man continues fallible, and he is at liberty to exercise it, different opinions will be formed. As long as the connection subsists between his reason and his self-love, his opinions and his passions will have a reciprocal influence on each other; and the former will be objects to which the latter will attach themselves.

Are we then to conclude that Madison, like Hume, is a pessimist and therefore a conservative? Probably not. Madison’s pessimism is counterbalanced by an attendant optimism: although auxiliary precautions may be necessary government is still “the greatest of all reflections on human nature.” If the passions, rather than reason, sit in judgment, then direct appeals to people cannot be trusted. And, we cannot expect a “nation of philosophers.”
 But this is not the same thing as abandoning reason as a means to progress—a position that would reject reform as well.  Some portion of society always will be possessed of superior reason and, thus, able to devise appropriate institutions for  governance. In the end, Madison must certainly be seen as a practical politician with a determination to leave behind, not only the English monarchical heritage, but the weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation.
 Madison’s vision was forward looking not restorative but it was also republican rather than democratic or federalist, a trait that would later mark him a conservative.  

Unlike Madison, Tocqueville displays a thoroughgoing admiration for democracy as a means of unleashing the fetters of individual and, thereby, societal development. America stands in stark contrast to Europe and “aristocratic peoples.” Progress in America, he states repeatedly, occurred at a dizzying rate. At the heart of Tocqueville’s vision of America is the opinion that restoration and retreat are fruitless. Aristocratic people inevitably look to the past and seek amelioration rather than change. Free people, democratically self-governed, have a “distaste for what is old” and are bound to move forward:

…nations do not return to the feelings of their youth any more than men return to the innocent tastes of their infancy; they may regret them, but they cannot bring them back to life. Therefore it is essential to march forward and hasten to make the people see that individual interest is linked to that of the country, for disinterested patriotism has fled beyond recall.

Tocqueville extols democracy and compares it favorably to the European forms. Likewise, he praises the virtues of the majority principle—distinguishing him from both Madison and, as we shall see, Calhoun—for legitimizing public decisions. Democracies, operating according to majority rule, are marked by rapid progress while countries lacking in freedom or free but retaining older forms lag behind: 

When one passes from a free country into another which is not so, the contrast is very striking: there, all is activity and bustle; here all seems calm and immobile. In the former, betterment and progress are the questions of the day; in the latter, one might suppose that society, having acquired every blessing, longs for nothing but repose in which to enjoy them. Nevertheless, the country which is in such a rush to attain happiness is generally richer and more prosperous than the one that seems contented with its lot. And considering them one by one, it is hard to understand how this one daily discovers so many new needs, while the other seems conscious of so few.

Tocqueville’s admiration for America, a nation of joiners who spontaneously form local groups to solve community problems, is well know of course. For present purposes, it is his positivism that warrants attention. 

This future-oriented positivism is captured in his frequent mentions of innovation, which is endemic to the culture and character of the American people and the American system. Tocqueville does not preclude the possibility of reform by other forms of government; he simply asserts that it is robust, even palpable, in America. Innovation is possible in free monarchies but is deterred while, by contrast, it occurs freely in democratic systems. 

In constitutional monarchies ministers succeed one another rapidly, but the chief representative of executive power never changes, and that keeps the spirit of innovation within bounds; the changes that take place in administrative systems there are matters of detail, no of principle; one set of principles cannot be abruptly substituted for another without causing a sort of revolution. In America such a revolution takes place every four years in the name of law.

Tocqueville is not, however, entirely Pollyannaish about democratic decisions. Early on in Democracy, for example, he cites a parade of exceedingly repressive local penal laws that had been passed by majority rule in various New England colonies. He concludes, first, that such errors are “discreditable to human reason” and display a “narrow sectarian spirit.” But, second, he argues that the colonies, even at this early stage,  were far ahead of European nations in establishing the liberties of our age. Tocqueville, like Madison, found reason fallible and its products potentially discreditable. But he clearly rejects retrogression in favor of innovation and progress. 

In contrast to Madison and Tocqueville, John C. Calhoun’s approach to reform is distinctly restorative, conservative, and organic.
 Calhoun’s concurrent majority is explicitly aimed at curing the defects of a system based upon the numerical majority. And the numerical majority, Calhoun claims, is too frequently equated with the will of the people.  It is not, he says clearly. 

…the numerical majority, instead of being the people, is only a portion of them, such a government, instead of being a true and perfect model of the people’s government, that is, a people self-governed, is but the government of a part over a part—the major over the minor portion.

Calhoun’s position is that the tide of history moved inexorably in the direction of this numerical majority. This, in turn, meant that political power slowly became concentrated in the hands of the fewer number rather than in the hands of the whole community. As a practical matter, that is in Senate debates, Calhoun praised the constitution as “beautiful and profound.”
 Calhoun’s praise for the constitution is carefully calculated. He argues that each part is, by itself, but a partial means of expressing the will of the people. Taken in concert, the several branches move towards a “full and perfect expression of their voice.”
  But Calhoun believed that “from the beginning” there had been a steady movement towards the numerical majority a movement that, as early as 1842 he would describe in a speech on the Senate floor as approaching a “fatal point,” a point at which “the system will rush to ruin.” Later, in the unfinished Discourse, Calhoun wrote bleakly of the demise of the constitutional system: 

Alienation is succeeding to attachment, and hostile feelings to alienation; and they, in turn, will be followed by revolution or a disruption of the Union, unless timely prevented. But this cannot be done by restoring the government to its federal character, however necessary that may be as a first step.
 

Restoration by itself, would be insufficient to ensure a full and perfect expression of the public voice. For Calhoun, the idea of reform meant returning to an even earlier form, one that would assure each state’s voice in the concurrent majority and, ultimately, restore and preserve the inherently hierarchical character of society. 

V. Conservatism, Liberalism, Restoration, and the Future
As noted at the outset, the argument here is that there is no neat linkage between liberalism, progressivism, and reform—a link that is at least implied by commentators on the subject. Instead, reform has complex intellectual roots. Without reason, science, history, and institutions notions of reform, at least forward-looking reform, would seem untenable. What, then, can we say about reform? First, Americans can fairly be described as a “reforming people.” Second, American reformers are not uniformly liberal—or conservative for that matter. Third, reform and liberalism do not necessarily imply one another. Fourth, what we typically call “liberals” and “conservatives” are reformers in different ways. And fifth, liberals are not irrevocably forward looking and conservatives are not irrevocably backward looking. 

Is there any order to this complexity? Perhaps. Consider predispositions toward reform and liberalism/conservatism as two dimensions: one representing futuristic reform and restorative reform and the other liberal reform (a belief that there are social obligations among all persons in society) and conservative reform (a belief that there should be no particular duty among all members of a society). From this, four types of reform can be discerned (see  Figure 1). 

(Figure 1 goes about here.)
Liberal reform of the futuristic form conforms to the idea of reform found in Goldman, Hofstadter, Wiebe, and assumed by many political scientists. It is the reform of later stage Progressives, a reform that accepts a role for the state but as an advocate for all of society. It is, in short, what most people mean by liberalism in this day and age. Liberal reform of a restorative sort is less enamored of the state—much like Populists of the late nineteenth century and perhaps echoed in the “small is beautiful” fad of the 1970s.
 Conservative reform of the futuristic form is reflected in the thinking of Madison, Tocqueville, and Newt Gingrich. Here the overbearing state is to be avoided in favor of decentralization. But, the application of knowledge and science—technology in the contemporary world—to practical social problems offers a path to a better future. Finally, conservative reform of the restorative sort advocates a return to traditional values. The religious right would seem to fall in this camp. Certainly, Calhoun, in an early age, did too. 

What divides conservatives and liberals is not simply a vision regarding the role of the state—where reform is concerned there are divisions within these two camps on that count. Rather, the division lies in differences over the independence of individuals versus the connectedness of individuals. The division between futuristic reformers and restorative reformers emerges from their pessimism (restorative) and optimism (futuristic) about  where society is headed and whether the available tools can effect a better future. 

It may well be the case that Americans are more optimistic than pessimistic and, therefore, whether liberal or conservative, more futuristic than restorative. But the idea of reform defies easy categorization. It has manifest itself, to be sure as a distinctly modern idea, in a variety of forms. And it has been used, socially and politically, to advocate a variety of ends. But, whether liberal or conservative, it is likely to continue to exhibit a tension between restoration and progress—to reflect, that is, both the fears and the hopes of the body politic. 

Figure 1. A Typology for Approaches to Reform 
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