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Emer de Vattel and The Law of Nations 

Influence on the Republic for the United 

States of America 

Introduction 

Among the most influential legal works shaping the founding of the Republic for the United 

States of America is The Law of Nations, authored by Emer de Vattel in 1758. Far from being 

a peripheral academic text, The Law of Nations functioned as a primary legal manual for 

statesmen, diplomats, and revolutionaries in the late eighteenth century. Its influence is woven 

deeply into the philosophical, legal, and structural foundations of the American Republic—

especially in the Constitution of the United States, the Declaration of Independence, and 

early American law governing sovereignty, natural rights, and international relations. 

This article examines how Vattel’s principles informed the founding vision of the Republic, 

shaped its constitutional architecture, and continue to underpin the lawful, de jure understanding 

of the Republic for the United States of America. 

 

 

Vattel’s Core Principles 

Vattel synthesized natural law with practical statecraft, grounding political authority in moral 

law rather than mere power. Several of his core doctrines are foundational to the American 

Republic: 

1. Nations as Moral Persons 
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Vattel defined a nation as a moral person—a collective entity endowed with reason, conscience, 

and responsibility. This concept directly parallels the American understanding of the People 

acting collectively to form a sovereign Republic, rather than submitting to a monarch or 

corporate authority. 

2. Popular Sovereignty 

Vattel taught that sovereignty originates with the people, who may delegate authority to a 

government—but never alienate it permanently. This principle appears explicitly in the 

Declaration of Independence and structurally in the Constitution’s opening phrase: “We the 

People…” 

3. Natural Law as Supreme Law 

For Vattel, all civil and international law must conform to natural law—law derived from God 

and reason. Governments exist to secure pre-existing rights, not to manufacture them. This view 

aligns precisely with the Founders’ insistence that rights are endowed by the Creator, not granted 

by government. 

 

Influence on the Declaration of Independence 

The Declaration of Independence reads like a distilled application of Vattel’s legal reasoning: 

• Just cause for separation — Vattel argued that a people may dissolve political bonds 

when a ruler violates natural law. 

• Appeal to the “Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God” — a phrase directly reflecting 

Vattel’s framework. 

• Recognition among the powers of the earth — echoing Vattel’s requirement that a new 

nation assert itself as a moral person under international law. 

John Adams later confirmed that Vattel’s work was essential reading for American statesmen 

dealing with sovereignty and foreign recognition. 

 

Influence on the Constitution for the Republic 

While the Constitution is often discussed as a domestic legal document, its structure reflects 

Vattelian international and natural-law principles: 

A. Limited Delegated Authority 
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Vattel insisted that rulers are trustees of the people, bound by law. The Constitution reflects this 

through enumerated powers, separation of powers, and checks and balances. 

B. Supremacy of Law Over Rulers 

Vattel rejected arbitrary rule. The Constitution institutionalizes this by binding all officers—

legislative, executive, and judicial—to oath and law. 

C. Republican Form of Government 

Vattel favored republics as the form of government most consistent with natural law and moral 

accountability. This preference is codified in the Guarantee Clause (Article IV, Section 4), 

ensuring a republican form of government to the States. 

 

International Law, Treaties, and the Law of Nations 

Early American leaders treated The Law of Nations as authoritative in matters of diplomacy, war, 

neutrality, and treaties: 

• It was cited in early Supreme Court decisions. 

• It informed the conduct of ambassadors and treaty negotiators. 

• It shaped early statutes concerning piracy, neutrality, and foreign relations. 

In this sense, the Republic for the United States of America was consciously established as a 

lawful nation among nations—not an empire, not a corporation, but a moral and legal person 

operating under God’s law. 

 

Vattel and the De Jure Republic 

Vattel distinguished sharply between lawful authority (de jure) and power exercised without 

right (de facto). This distinction is critical for understanding the enduring nature of the 

American Republic: 

• A government may cease to operate lawfully without extinguishing the sovereignty of the 

people. 

• The Republic exists so long as its foundational law, principles, and people endure. 

• Usurpation or administrative substitution does not nullify the original moral and legal 

order. 
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This Vattelian framework undergirds the assertion that the Republic for the United States of 

America remains the lawful political entity established by the Founders, regardless of later 

deviations from constitutional and natural law principles. 

 

Other Laws and Foundational Instruments Influenced by 

Vattel 

Beyond the Constitution and Declaration, Vattel’s influence extends to: 

• Early State constitutions emphasizing popular sovereignty and moral law 

• The Northwest Ordinance (particularly its religious and moral foundations) 

• Early congressional statutes governing war, neutrality, and foreign commerce 

• Oath requirements binding officers to constitutional—not personal—allegiance 

 

Conclusion 

Emer de Vattel did not merely influence the Founders; he provided them with a coherent legal 

language to articulate what they already believed: that nations are accountable to God, that 

sovereignty resides with the people, and that lawful government must conform to natural law. 

The Republic for the United States of America was born not out of rebellion for rebellion’s sake, 

but out of a Vattelian legal claim—a declaration that lawful authority had been violated and that 

the people, as a moral nation, were reasserting their rightful sovereignty. 

In this sense, The Law of Nations remains not a historical curiosity, but a living legal and moral 

foundation of the Republic itself. 

From Vattel's or other writings is there evidence supporting whether or not he believed in God 

and specifically the Lord Jesus Christ?  

Did Emer de Vattel Believe in God—and in 

the Lord Jesus Christ? 
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Short Answer (Clear and Honest) 

• Yes, Emer de Vattel clearly believed in God as Creator and Moral Governor. 

• Yes, he believed in divine law (Natural Law) binding nations and rulers. 

• No, there is no explicit evidence in his writings that he personally professed faith in 

Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior in the orthodox, confessional Christian sense. 

• However, his worldview is decisively theistic, biblically compatible, and hostile to 

atheism, even if it stops short of explicit Christological confession. 

This distinction is critical—and historically honest. 

 

Vattel’s Explicit Belief in God 

In The Law of Nations, Emer de Vattel repeatedly affirms God as: 

• Creator of mankind 

• Source of moral obligation 

• Author of Natural Law 

• Supreme Judge of nations 

Representative Statements (Paraphrased from Vattel) 

Vattel teaches that: 

• Natural law is derived from God’s will 

• Nations are morally accountable to God 

• No human law is valid if it contradicts divine or natural law 

• Rulers act as trustees under God, not as absolute sovereigns 

These positions categorically exclude atheism, materialism, and moral relativism. 
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Vattel’s Theological Framework 

Vattel wrote during the 18th-century Natural Law tradition, which included thinkers such as 

Grotius and Pufendorf. This tradition: 

• Presupposed God’s existence 

• Affirmed objective moral law 

• Avoided sectarian theology in legal treatises 

• Sought principles that all Christian nations could recognize 

Importantly, this restraint was strategic, not secular. 

Why Vattel Avoided Explicit Christology 

Vattel was writing a law of nations, not a church confession. His audience included: 

• Protestant states 

• Catholic monarchies 

• Orthodox nations 

Explicit denominational theology would have undermined the work’s universal legal 

authority. 

This is the same reason the Declaration of Independence invokes: 

“the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God” 

rather than citing the Gospels directly—despite the Founders being overwhelmingly Christian. 

 

Was Vattel a Christian? 

What We Can Say with Certainty 

• Vattel was raised in Christian Europe 

• He operated entirely within a Christian moral universe 

• He affirmed doctrines incompatible with deism-only or Enlightenment atheism 

• He treated God as active, moral, and judging, not distant or irrelevant 

What We Cannot Honestly Claim 

• Vattel never explicitly confesses Jesus Christ as Lord 

• He does not reference: 
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o Christ’s atonement 

o Salvation by faith 

o The Gospel message 

Thus, it would be historically inaccurate to label him an orthodox confessional Christian in 

the modern evangelical sense. 

 

Vattel Compared to Biblical Christianity 

Area Vattel Biblical Christianity 

God Creator, Moral Governor Triune Creator 

Law Natural law from God Moral law fulfilled in Christ 

Nations Morally accountable to God Nations judged by Christ 

Salvation Not addressed Through Jesus Christ alone 

Authority God above rulers Christ above all powers 

Vattel’s framework is pre-Christian in legal structure, but not anti-Christian. 

 

Why This Matters for the Republic 

The Founders used Vattel as legal scaffolding, not as a theological replacement for Scripture. 

• Vattel supplied international legitimacy 

• Scripture supplied moral authority 

• Christian belief supplied conscience 

The Republic’s foundations rest on: 

1. Biblical worldview 

2. Natural law jurisprudence 

3. Christian moral culture 

Vattel fits squarely into layer #2, not as a substitute for Christ—but as a legal translator of 

God’s moral order into the language of nations. 

 

Bottom Line 
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• Vattel believed in God — unequivocally. 

• He believed nations are accountable to God — emphatically. 

• He did not publicly confess Christ — at least not in surviving writings. 

• His work is compatible with Christianity but not salvific theology. 

For the Founders—and for the lawful Republic—Vattel was never the source of truth, but a 

tool: a means of articulating, in the courts of men and nations, what Scripture already taught 

about justice, authority, and moral accountability under God. 

 

Attachment 1 

The Law of Nations Emer de Vattel (1758) 
 

The Law of Nations by Emer de Vattel (1758) was a foundational text on natural law and 

international law, and it heavily influenced the framers of the U.S. Constitution and the early 

structure of the American Republic. Here are the most important principles from Vattel’s Law 

of Nations, especially as they relate to the Republic for the United States of America, 

presented in plain English: 

 

1. A Nation Is a Moral Person 

Every nation is like a person, with rights and duties. Just as individuals are accountable for their 

actions, nations must act with justice, reason, and honor. A Republic must behave lawfully and 

ethically in all its dealings—with its own people and with other nations. 

✅ Translation: Nations must be responsible, act in good faith, and be guided by moral law. 

 

2. Sovereignty Belongs to the People 

A true Republic is formed by the will of the people, who are the highest authority. Government 

exists to serve the people, not rule over them. Any power a government has is delegated by the 

people and can be taken back. 

✅ Translation: The people are the bosses. They give power to government, and they can take it 

back. 

 

3. The Law of Nature Applies to Nations 
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The same moral laws that apply to people also apply to nations—do no harm, respect others, 

honor agreements, and act justly. These natural laws are God-given and universal, not created by 

human governments. 

✅ Translation: God's laws apply to nations, just like they do to individuals. 

 

4. Self-Defense Is a Natural Right 

Every nation (like every person) has the right to defend itself from attack or injustice. This 

includes defending its borders, its laws, its values, and its people. 

✅ Translation: A nation can and should protect itself from enemies—foreign or domestic. 

 

5. No Nation May Interfere with Another’s Sovereignty 

Unless a nation is doing serious harm to others, it must be left alone to govern itself. Sovereign 

nations must respect one another’s independence. 

✅ Translation: Stay out of other people’s business unless there’s real harm. 

 

6. Government Must Serve the Public Good 

Leaders and governments exist only to protect and promote the good of the people. Any 

government that acts in self-interest, suppresses the people, or becomes corrupt has broken its 

lawful authority. 

✅ Translation: If the government serves itself instead of the people, it loses its legitimacy. 

 

7. Nations Must Keep Their Promises (Treaties) 

When a nation makes a lawful treaty or agreement, it must honor it. Breaking agreements makes 

a nation untrustworthy and invites conflict. 

✅ Translation: Keep your word—honesty builds peace and order among nations. 
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8. Neutrality Must Be Respected 

When two nations are in conflict, a third nation has the right to remain neutral and not be 

dragged into war or sanctions unless it chooses to act in self-defense or justice. 

✅ Translation: You don’t have to take sides, and others must respect that choice. 

 

9. War Must Be Just and Defensive 

War is only justified in self-defense or to correct serious injustice. Even then, it must be declared 

openly, and civilians and innocents must be protected. 

✅ Translation: Only fight when you have to—and fight with honor and restraint. 

 

10. A Nation’s Laws Must Reflect Natural Law 

Human-made laws must never contradict the higher, universal laws of nature (God’s law). Laws 

must protect life, liberty, property, and justice for all. 

✅ Translation: Good laws come from God’s law—if man’s laws violate that, they are invalid. 

 

11. Nations May Reform or Abolish Bad Governments 

When a government becomes corrupt, tyrannical, or destructive to the people’s rights, the people 

have the lawful authority to reform or abolish it and create a better one. 

✅ Translation: If the government turns evil, the people can—and must—change it. 

 

12. The Republic Must Educate Its Citizens in Virtue and Liberty 

A free and just society depends on informed, moral citizens. The Republic must uphold truth, 

teach virtue, and discourage corruption. 

✅ Translation: A moral, educated people are essential for freedom to survive. 

 


