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fashion a few years ago, is now clearly back on the agenda in Australia and
New Zealand (Moens & Trone, 1994; Mapp, 1994). The controversy over
Australia’s internationa! obligations in relation to Tasmania’s anti-homosexual laws is
only the latest ingredient in a continuing debate over whether certain issues of individ-
ual rights should be put beyond the reach of legislative majorities. Beocnt decisions of
the High Court, most notably in the 1992 political advertising case, have suggested an

Constitutiona] protection of human rights, which seemed to have gone out of
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increasing trend of judicial activism in this area. It is therefore a good time to be
looking more closely at the most durable model for such protection, the Bill of Rights
of the United States. The Bill of Rights was adopted in 1791 as the first ten amend-
ments to the US Constitution. Although other protections of individual rights have
been added since, especially in the ‘reconstruction’ period following the Civil War,
these ten amendments are of fundamental importance.

A Culture of Rights originated in a series of workshops conducted by the
Woodrow Wilson Center in Washington to commemorate the bicentennial of the
Bill of Rights (the whole Constitution is usefully printed as an appendix). Rather than
giving a complete history or analysis of the Bill of Rights, the contributions focus on
two historical periods: the Revolutionary era when the Bill of Rights was adopted, and
the present day.

The book’s title gives an important clue to its message: respect for individual
rights has become a part of American culture, and understanding the way that rights
are protected under the Constitution involves looking at much more than just legal
theory. This echoes a point made by many conservatives in opposing the introduction
of a Bill of Rights in Australia: purely ‘formal’ guarantees of rights, they say, are useless
without a tradition which supports them. By taking the historical perspective, how-
ever, this book reminds us that traditions do not just appear out of nowhere. The Bill
of Rights was not a product of ‘conservatism’; it was created in a time of political and
ideological ferment to meet an entirely new set of circumstances.

After a short introduction by the editors, the first four essays look at different as-
pects of this Revolutionary era. Knud Haakonssen locates the American philosophi-
cal debates of the period within the European ‘natural law’ tradition; James Hutson
surveys the political process by which talk of rights developed in the American colo-
nies and in the formation of the Constitution; Jack Rakove analyses the thinking of
those who adopted the Bill of Rights, and particularly its author, James Madison; and
Charles Griswold discusses the philosophy of rights held by Thomas Jefferson, as re-
vealed in his views on slavery.

Taken together, these essays suggest that the history of the Bill of Rights is much
more than merely historical interest. Professor Rakove in particular shows how to-
day’s arguments about constitutional interpretation have their roots in the debates of
the 18th century, and that bad legal theory frequently rests on bad history. Writers
like Robert Bork, whose interpretation depends on the ‘original intent’ of the Const-
tution’s authors, come in for some criticism; as Rakove says, their ‘pressing need to
find determinate meanings at a fixed historical moment . . . cannot capture everything
that was dynamic and creative — and thus uncertain and problematic — in Revolu-
tionary constitutionalism’ (pp.100-01).

The last three essays deal with the Bill of Rights in contemporary America. Wil-
liamn Galston gives an excellent survey of recent work in the philosophy of rights, ap-
proached from a practical standpoint, asking what 20th-century philosophy has to of-
fer in understanding rights. William Fisher wnites on the fragmented nature of mod-
em Amecrican legal theory, beginning with the Legal Realists of the 1920s and continu-
ing to such recent developments as Critical Legal Studies. In the final essay, Alan



252 Reviews

Ryan compares attitudes to rights in the United States and the United Kingdom, ex-
posing cultural differences that strike some familiar chords with Australians, who lie
somewhere midway between the Brtish and American constitutional traditions.

Some of the individual essays show the pitfalls of interdisciplinary studies, as dif-
ferent writers grapple with issues from outside their own fields. James Hutson, for
example, gives a fine historical analysis of 18th-century politics, but seems at sca when
trying to distinguish the different philosophical positions that the participants held.
Professor Griswold is clearly more at home with the abstract philosophical side of Jef-
ferson’s thought than with the practical political constraints under which he operated.
On the other hand, Rakove, Galston and Ryan all represent the interdisciplinary ap-
proach at its best. Taken as a whole, the book is a successful effort, showing that his-
tory, law, and political and moral philosophy are all important in understanding the
constitutional status of rights.

It may be dangerous, however, to try to draw too many lessons from history. One
thing that emerges from the historical accounts is the remarkable extent to which the
framers of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights agreed on which nights needed pro-
tection, despite the varied and uncertain nature of their philosophical foundations.
What was novel and interesting about their situation, and therefore most hotly de-
bated, was the problem of finding a way of protecting those rights in a new political
environment. Clearly, political progress can sometimes be made despite deep philo-
sophical disagreement. But it is not clear that even the basic practical consensus on
what rights are worth protecting is present today in Australia and other Western coun-
trics. Indeed, readers of this book will be immediately struck by the decline since the
18th century in the quality of philosophical thought applied to public policy. Today's
philosophers rarely venture outside of their ivory towers, and today's politicians are ill-
cquipped to understand them when they do. Modemn-day Jeffersons and Madisons,
sadly, are in short supply.

The reader will also be struck by many differences between the Australian and
American experiences. A Bill of Rights for Australia, whatever form it may take,
would have to do more than copy some available model; it would have to be anchored
in Australian traditions in order to win acceptance. The error made by the conserva-
tives is to assume that tradition alone will do the work for us. A culture, whether it
involves respect for rights or something quite different, seems to lie somewhere be-
tween natural organism and human artefact. To get the culture that we want, we have
to be prepared to take deliberate steps, although we should be aware that the result
may turn out to be not quite what we expected.

The ‘culture’ of rights, from its enigmatic beginnings in the 18th century, is now a
worldwide phenomenon. America’s lessons, such as they are, are our lessons as well,
It is only natural that, in times of constitutional contention such as the present, people
will continue to look to the American experience of judicial review, in the hope of
discovering how best to protect and preserve that culture for themselves. This book
would be a good place to start.
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