
Year 251

I

With the Declaration
we declared ourselves
to ourselves,
proposing that we
were now a distinct
people among the
peoples of the earth.

The Declaration has
survived the many
assaults on it, and has
proven in the fullness
of time to be deeper
and more durable than
its opponents, a richer
resource than perhaps
even its principal
author could have
imagined.

t  was  about  three  years  ago, sometime  during  the
depths of the Biden years, that I was approached by an editor at a
respectable commercial publishing house who had an idea for me

to consider. His pitch was as follows: Given the commercial success of my
book Land of Hope—which was a narrative history that attempted a more
balanced rendering of American history than most of the alternatives on
offer today—perhaps I would be willing to consider a follow-on book that
took up in detail the years since the end of the Cold War? After all, Land of
Hope had more or less concluded its detailed analysis at that point; so why
not pick things up where I left off?

And, he added, he already had come up with the perfect title for the book:
Debacle.

I was intrigued. For one thing, I admit to having been strongly drawn to
the premise of his proposed title. Like many millions of Americans, I have
been dismayed by the nation’s rapid political and moral slide in the
three-and-a-half decades since the end of the Cold War and the fall of the
Soviet Union. Witness its incompetence in foreign policy, the erosion and
debasement of its mores at home, its ineffectual leaders and ludicrous
choices at the ballot box, its abandonment of meaningful education on all
levels, its heedless embrace of the pathologies wrought by the emerging
digital culture, its undermining of the future by taking on astronomical
levels of wasteful debt that can never be repaid … and perhaps worst of all,
its embrace of postmodern contentions about the malleability of the
human person, a labyrinth of delusion and deceit. Almost overnight we
had become, it has often seemed to me, an unserious country, a land of
spendthrifts and scofflaws, forfeiting almost everything good that our
victory in the Cold War had purchased for us.

But the more I thought about it, the less appealing the idea for the book
became. How could I reconcile such a relentlessly negative and dispiriting
analysis with my advocacy of the idea that America was, and still is, a land
defined by the persistence of hope? Wouldn’t it be tantamount to taking
aboard a narrative of national failure, betokening relentless decline, or at
least irreparable damage to our national prospects? And in that way, a
self-fulfilling prophecy? Could I really put my back into such a work,
without undergoing a massive change of heart about those prospects?

I thought about this for a long time, going back and forth in my mind.
Finally, I realized that I had drifted into ways of thinking about the past
that do not capture the uniqueness of the American experience, and the
genuine possibilities of our historical moment. Because we Americans
enjoyed a national beginning which we have come to regard as
foundational, and not a mere temporal launching pad, we have the ability
in times of trouble to think our way back to our origins, and take from
them not only a well-deserved rebuke, but also a strong dose of
inspiration and redirection. Americans are not fatalists; we do not believe
that the weight of the past determines what is possible for us to hope for
in history’s next turning. On the contrary, there is nothing more essential
to the American experience than the opposite belief: that both as
individuals, and as a nation, we are not prisoners of our past. Left, right,
and center, Americans of all persuasions are likely to agree on that.

In this view, the “debacle” of the past three decades can best be
understood as the prelude to a profound wake-up call, to an America that
has been slipping its moorings in certain respects for a long time, and
needs to find its way back to those moorings. To do so, it will need to turn
in a self-conscious way toward the guidance of the past, and show the
courage and perseverance to follow that guidance.

And this is where the Declaration comes
in, and why its 250th anniversary this
year arrives so opportunely. No single
document in our history has been a
more influential source of our national
identity, or more widely seen as
authoritative. That it would achieve this
status was far from clear at the
beginning of the nation’s history. When
it first emerged on July 4, 1776, it served
partly as a press release to the world,

explaining the motives behind the separation of thirteen North American
colonies from British rule, a separation that had already taken place on
July 2. Thomas Jefferson explicitly denied that he meant the Declaration
to be an expression of original philosophical ideas, but rather a
summation of the “harmonizing sentiments” of the time, the common
sense of “the American mind.” Over time, though, it would take on a
foundational role in American political thought, becoming a “palladium,”
as Mercy Otis Warren put it in 1805, a guardian spirit of which Americans
“should never lose sight.”

But we have indeed lost sight of it—in a great many ways. For more than a
century, progressive politicians and academic theorists have campaigned
against it, taking the position that it had become obsolete. “We are not
bound to adhere to the doctrines held by the signers of the Declaration of
Independence,” Woodrow Wilson insisted in a 1907 speech. “We are as free
as they were to make and unmake governments.” The Declaration, he
asserted, came out of an eighteenth-century world in which the
equilibrist dynamics of Newtonian physics reigned. But that world had
been superseded by Darwinian ideas of endless organic adaptation and
development, in which the coordination of collaborative forces, rather
than the countervailing effects of opposing ones, represented the proper
modus operandi of a modern regime. “Government,” Wilson stated, “is
not a machine, but a living thing. It falls, not under the theory of the
universe, but under the theory of organic life. It is accountable to Darwin,
not to Newton.” The Declaration was fine for its time, and for those who
were hopelessly stuck in the past, addicted to railing against George III;
but insofar as it failed to address itself to “the questions of our day,” it
could be seen as “of no consequence to us.”

But the Declaration did not succumb to this dismissive treatment, and it
found an eloquent advocate in President Calvin Coolidge, whose 1926
speech for the 150th anniversary of the Declaration was one for the ages, a
rousing defense of the Declaration as a “spiritual” document, which set
forth the unchanging ideals by which American government was to be
conducted. It has continued to be esteemed as a quintessential expression
of the nation’s ideals, as “American scripture,” in the historian Pauline
Maier’s words.

The 250th has once again brought the Declaration back into view, and
much good can come of that fact, if we are willing and able to embrace it
fully, courageously, with a willingness to hear what it is telling us. Let me
try to suggest in what follows some of the ways the Declaration can be
used as a tool to correct, reorient, and sharpen our sense of what is
foundational to our way of life. Some of this work will involve correcting
inaccurate notions of what the Declaration actually said.

First of all, it is vitally important to remember that the Declaration began
by referring to the colonists for whom it spoke as a “people,” who were
“entitled” to a “separate and equal status” by the laws of nature and
“Nature’s God.” Those words formed the basis for all that follows. It was
the “peoplehood” of the Americans, their sense of belonging together in
their own separate land, that formed the basis for their declaring their
independence. It did not come from their acceptance of some misty
notion of America as “an idea” whose time has come, and which happens
to have touched down from the heavens first in this particular place.

That the Declaration has universal implications, and has found favor all
over the world as one of the great charters of human liberty, is certainly
true; but it does not change the immediate context in which the
Declaration emerged: as an expression of an important moment of
self-recognition in the life of this particular political community. With the
Declaration we declared ourselves to ourselves, proposing that we were
now a distinct people among the peoples of the earth. “Something we
were withholding made us weak,” wrote Robert Frost, “Until we found out
that it was ourselves / We were withholding from our land of living.” The
Declaration laid a foundation for the new thing that we were becoming. It
was a declaration grounded in national solidarity, in the right of a people
to define themselves and govern themselves.

Then in the second paragraph, we encounter the Declaration’s statements
about all men being “created equal.” These words certainly did not declare
for equality in every respect, an assertion that would be patently absurd
and unsustainable. But we can say with confidence that the Founders
regarded our equality as self-evident in several respects. First, it means
that all men come out of the womb without any ascriptive status; or as
Jefferson later put it, pungently, “the mass of mankind has not been born
with saddles on their backs, nor a favored few booted and spurred, ready
to ride them legitimately, by the grace of God.” Their equality is grounded
in nature, not in culture.

If we are to recur to the Declaration
successfully, we will have to entertain once
again its assumptions about there being a
natural order of things, an order of
inherent virtues and ends

All our fundamental rights, equal and unalienable, are also grounded in
nature. What this means is that the possession of these rights is an
inherent part of our natural endowment, something we are born with,
something intrinsic to our being, and that cannot be separated from us,
either by being taken away or by being given away. This is a profoundly
anthropological truth being asserted here, about what kind of creatures
we are, as the issue of a Creator God by whom and from whom our natural
endowments derive. It is a statement about the dignity of each and every
individual.

Nature is present everywhere in this formulation, but it is nature
understood in a very particular way. Everything in Jefferson’s argument
relies either implicitly or explicitly on a conception of nature that is
normative, one that embraces the idea of nature as a positive ordering
force, that directs the development of all things, material and immaterial,
toward particular ends. There are ways of governing human societies that
are in accord with nature, and there are those that are not. The word
“nature” refers here to the way things should go, by virtue of their
makeup, their constitution, their endowment, their potential, their
givenness. It is nature understood as a prescriptive force, one ordering the
universe, not as a merely descriptive one, like the laws of motion.

We often speak of America as an experiment. This way of speaking is not a
recent development. George Washington himself used that language in an
important passage of his first inaugural address. The “preservation of the
sacred fire of liberty and the destiny of the republican model of
government,” he contended, were “staked on the experiment entrusted to
the hands of the American people.” The concept of “experiment” here
refers to the discerning of truth by means of a controlled process that tests
the validity of a distinct and finite hypothesis: the possibility of creating a
republican political structure, on a national scale, that reconciles liberty
and order. It did not imply anything remotely resembling postmodernity’s
open-ended, anything-goes ethos of unconstraint and boundlessness, in
which individuals are set free to invent themselves, as (in John Rawls’s
words) “self-originating sources of valid claims.”

If we are to recur to the Declaration successfully, we will have to entertain
once again its assumptions about there being a natural order of things, an
order of inherent virtues and ends, to which the meaning of our
unalienable rights of liberty and pursuit of happiness is necessarily
tethered. The Declaration’s principles cannot be derived from a purely
descriptive sense of nature, of nature as simply the word we use to provide
an account of what happens, nature without ends, stripped of teleology,
nature as activity that is not directed or contained by any sense of an
order that prescribes what ought to happen.

One can easily take this further and argue that, as Jefferson hinted in his
use of the term “Nature’s God,” a fully normative understanding of nature
will be inseparable from the idea of a Supreme Being superintending
nature, the Being from whose plentitude our dignity is derived. So that
calling our rights “God given” or “natural” may be a distinction that is
more semantic than politically significant. But either way, the
connections between a transcendent order of things, and the proper
means and ends of political life, are clear, if less than fully spelled out.
This applies as well to the fundamental right of self-governance, deriving
as it does, by the Declaration’s accounting, from the consensual choices of
citizens who are free to decide together whether their current form of
government is legitimate, which is to say, whether it is sufficiently
protective of their transcendentally grounded rights.

To propose the restoration of a normative idea of nature might seem
wildly quixotic, and possibly suspected of repressive potential,
particularly in a liberal political order that is accustomed to embracing
and celebrating an ever-widening range of behaviors and lifestyle choices
as signs of an unprecedented degree of human flourishing. We have heard
the word “natural” used to describe social inequalities that are merely
ingrained, not truly natural. There are reasons to be suspicious.

And yet, the time approaches—it really is
upon us now—when we may need to set
such concerns aside, in order to make
hard decisions about what kinds of
creatures we are, and what kinds of
interventions into our creatureliness we
are willing to accept. There is a pervasive
feeling of powerlessness in the face of
technology’s seemingly inevitable march
forward. Many Americans have come to
believe—some with unalloyed
happiness, some with grudging stoicism,
and many with fear and trembling—that
the momentum of technological
innovation is irresistible and
unstoppable. Images of genies and
bottles, the impossibility of clocks
turned back, trains leaving stations, ships sailing, and the like tend to
pepper our discourse and justify our passivity in the face of a historical
force majeure.

But such an outlook represents a repudiation of the very possibility of
self-government, and an abandonment of the very possibility that we
have the ability to order our common lives with a view toward the
common good. We should not succumb to such fatalism. The march of
technology is not an inevitable force, and we owe it to ourselves and our
posterity to put up an intelligent resistance to such an assumption. The
great experiment before us now is an experiment in the possibility of
cultural recovery.

This is why I tell my students, it will be the single greatest challenge of
your generation to answer the question: what does it mean to be a human
being? This has always been the classic example of a purely academic
philosophical question. But it has now become an intensely practical one,
as the cascading effects of innovations in biotechnology, artificial
intelligence, and the like are engulfing us. We cannot evade the question
any longer. They may well see, in their lifetimes—and perhaps in
mine—the wholesale transformation of the physical basis of human
existence, with consequences yet to be grasped.

We have always known that something like this was coming. Now that it is
upon us, we have precious few answers to the myriad of questions thrust
upon us. One of the few people in American public life courageous
enough to insist that we needed to face those questions squarely and
intelligently was Dr. Leon Kass, who directed the President’s Council on
Bioethics in the George W. Bush administration. But Kass was resisted
fiercely by the scientific establishment, and was unable to initiate the
national dialogue that he sought to foster, and that we have so badly
needed.

This much, however, seems true. A strictly secular and materialist
worldview, even if it has brought Western science to dazzling heights of
knowledge and technique, will not be able to resolve the questions about
what it means to be human. It cannot provide us with a persuasive moral
basis for drawing the line at one place rather than another. The scientist
who masterminded the first successful cloning of a sheep was appalled by
the creation of a pig-man embryo, and proclaimed that “it would be
criminal” to let this embryo grow to maturity. But why? Why would it be
“criminal”? On what grounds? What law would be violated? Who would
be harmed? How do we make this kind of judgment without some prior
notion of the basis for human dignity (and for that matter, the dignity of
pigs)?

Our Judeo-Christian religious tradition offers us an account of the
dignity of human life that explains why we are, and should be, morally
affronted and disgusted and disturbed by the idea of creating
human-animal hybrids and other new quasi-human species in the
laboratory. A normative understanding of nature, which respects the
givenness of the human person, can do the same. But a purely materialist
worldview cannot provide any moral guidance in these matters. Indeed, it
is not clear that the individual liberty and individual dignity that we
moderns prize so much will continue to make any sense at all, unless they
can be grounded in a coherence that is inherent, and lies beyond the reach
of the human will. “If man chooses to treat himself as raw material,” C. S.
Lewis wrote, then “raw material he will be.” 

Think about it. If we do not believe that our rights and our dignity are an
endowment from Nature’s God that cannot be separated from us, which is
what our Declaration of Independence so clearly states, then where else
do they come from? And if they come to be regarded as a dispensation
given us by our government, then who is to say that they could not be
taken away, whenever our political lords see fit?

But I trust my more general point is clear. The Declaration has survived
the many assaults on it, and has proven in the fullness of time to be
deeper and more durable than its opponents, a richer resource than
perhaps even its principal author could have imagined. It gives us a place
to stand, and pivot, as we contemplate the real possibility that the
American experiment in ordered liberty will need to rethink some of the
blithe assertions of those who dismissed the Declaration as the slogan of a
bygone era. By now, as we look forward to the Declaration’s 251st year, it is
the prophets of rule by the administrative state, wielding the
unanswerable tools of science and rational control, who seem obsolete.
The Declaration, however, has many miles more to go.

The great experiment
before us now is an
experiment in the
possibility of cultural
recovery.
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