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To the first-generation Americans, 
who remind us again and again that 
America remains the last best hope of mankind.






INTRODUCTION

ON BOWLING GREEN

Lower Manhattan was in turmoil on the blazing hot afternoon of July 9, 1776. To our modern eyes, the city would seem little more than a village of thirty thousand souls, a far cry from the familiar New York of soaring skyscrapers, the Brooklyn Bridge, and the Statue of Liberty. Instead we would find two- or three-story homes, rickety wooden warehouses lining the waterfront on the East River, and little alleyways shooting off narrow cobblestone streets, the only wide street being the “broad way” that cut through the middle of the island.

The tallest building was Trinity Church (later to be shadowed, for a while, by two far taller structures, and to serve on one September morning as a makeshift hospital and morgue at the outset of another generation’s great struggle). On this summer day, just up the street from that church, the defining conflict of the first generation of Americans was unfolding. A revolution was being born, and already some thought it might be dying.

After a long day of digging fortifications, drilling, and gazing with apprehension toward Staten Island, by order of Commander George Washington, a sweaty, bedraggled garrison of colonial troops halted work, picked up their muskets, formed ranks, and paraded to the City Commons, near what is now City Hall.

As they formed up, rank after rank, muskets shouldered, the soldiers understood their lives were imperiled—for just a few miles away sat an armada of more than 140 ships, theretofore the greatest transoceanic invasion force in history. It had come to force them to submit to an imperial will—and if they refused, to kill them.

The rebellion, which had started a year earlier with “the shot heard round the world” on Lexington Green, was reaching the point of no return. After winning crucial early victories, the colonists were now facing the bayonet-studded reply of the man who claimed to be their king. A 30,000-man army comprising the finest professionally trained troops in the world—an army with a century-long, nearly unbroken string of victories—was off-loading on Staten Island. The British forces included regiments both honored and feared: the Black Watch, the Coldstream Guards, and the mercenary Hessian heavy infantry and riflemen. They stepped on shore openly and defiantly, believing they had nothing to fear from this rabble-in-arms frantically digging in on the other side of the harbor.

Out on the bay, light sloops proudly flying the British Empire’s royal ensign were dashing back and forth. Blockading the entrance to what had once been a thriving port, now cut off from the rest of the world, 44-gun frigates and three-decker, 70-gun ships of the line sat without fear of the assembled throng, which had no navy other than small privateers and converted merchant ships fitted with a few pieces of artillery. If provoked that day, the Brits could easily have advanced up the Hudson River with the morning tide, leveled most of the city, and annihilated the rebels. They held this “mob” in such contempt, however, that they did not even bother to venture a few gunboats up the river to disperse it. There would be plenty of time for the “fox hunt,” as they called it, to finish off these “colonial bumpkins” and return home by Christmas. In fact, many British  sailors expected the rebels to drop their weapons and melt away without firing a shot once the full might of Empire and King had offloaded and stood ready for battle.

Meanwhile the colonial troops, a few thousand strong, stood silent as they formed their ranks. They were men and even women who had come to Manhattan from towns throughout the colonies, fighters from as far north as New Hampshire and as far south as the Carolinas. Most were farmers, shopkeepers, fishermen, or laborers, and several hundred were hard-bitten riflemen from the distant frontier, having trekked for weeks to join this fray. Few had tasted the sting of battle other than some veterans of the fighting up around Boston the year before, or those who had faced the French and their Indian allies out on the frontier nearly twenty years prior. Most lacked uniforms, and many were barefoot after wearing out their shoes on the way to New York.

Looking out at the men, an officer stepped forward onto a hastily built dais and raised a thick sheet of paper. His audience stirred, anticipating what it was—an explanation of why they were here, why the invasion fleet was off-loading just a few miles away, and why they would be called upon to court death in the months to come.

“By orders of his Excellency, General George Washington commanding, I am to read the following!” the officer cried, his voice carrying across the park and echoing up the street of Broad Way. The chattering civilians who had gathered, most in support of the troops, some showing disdain, fell silent. The officer proclaimed, “Authored by the Continental Congress in Philadelphia this first week of July.” He paused as the intense heat pushed beads of sweat down his face, and then continued: The Declaration of Independence

When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the laws of nature and of nature’s God entitle them, a decent  respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.

That to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.





Excited murmurs shot through the crowd. The officer continued reading:That whenever any form of government becomes destructive to these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness.





Emotions rose among the listeners, but most remained silent. A nearby row of frigates, with their gun ports open so the faint, late afternoon breeze could air out their ships, was a sobering sight. For some, in the upcoming weeks the flash of fire from those guns would be the last thing they ever saw.

Step by step, grievance by grievance, the declaration outlined the American case against their British king. The listeners nodded their heads at some arguments, while other pronouncements drew excited exclamations of agreement or impassioned denunciations of King George. Finally the officer’s voice shifted into a more decisive tone:And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes, and our Sacred Honor.





The words washed over the anxious throng of cobblers, shopkeepers, tin-smiths, and farmers. When the aide finished, the regiment cheered  before the officer ordered, “Battalions, dismissed!” The surrounding crowd roared in approval. The more educated among them were eager to get a copy of the Declaration, which printers were already selling for a penny a sheet. Amidst cheers and back-slapping, men held their muskets high and gave three huzzahs for General Washington and three more for the Continental Congress.

Inspired by this declaration of independence, a crowd stormed down Broad Way to the small park at Bowling Green. There, they used grappling hooks and crowbars to tear down a statue of the horse-mounted British king. They dismembered the leaden corpse with hammers and chisels, carting away the metal to use as bullets—ironically, the king’s statue would now provide ammunition for the rebels to employ against his troops. The spectacle outraged the Brits, who witnessed the statue’s destruction from their ships. As one of the first acts of rebellion inspired by the Declaration of Independence, the scene at Bowling Green became a symbol of the Revolution, a sign that the Declaration was not just a philosophical treatise, but a call to action.

The colonists’ euphoria, however, was tempered by a sense of apprehension, especially among war veterans. This would be a hard fight that could last for years, and victory was far from certain. In fact, that night a few colonial soldiers would quietly lay down their muskets and slip away, joining the masses of civilians evacuating what was expected to soon become a bloody field of battle.

But the Declaration had struck a chord. The following dawn, the vast majority of soldiers defiantly returned for morning roll call, despite the overwhelming forces arrayed against them. They would persevere a month later through the debacle on Long Island, and after suffering months of defeats, they would brave the frozen retreat across New Jersey. On Christmas Eve, they would faithfully follow their leader back across the Delaware River to a remarkable victory at Trenton. They would withstand Valley Forge, summers of heat and disease, winters of cold and starvation, for eight blood-soaked years. They endured because they believed in a set of ideals enshrined in a document written by their fellow citizens, a declaration proclaiming that rights such as life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness are unalienable, that we are endowed with those  rights by our Creator, and that all men are created equal, as we are all made in His image.

That was worth fighting for, suffering for, and dying for. That is what made Americans unique in human history and made America, from its inception, a nation like no other.

For over four hundred years, America has cultivated a singular set of vigorous virtues and habits of liberty. We’re the people whose first sovereign act was to fire our king. We did so in a classically American way, with clarity and courage.

We declared to the world who we are, explained which government actions were intolerable, and presented a clear case why King George III was a tyrant unfit to lead a free people. In proclaiming our rights as free men, we openly defied one of the greatest powers in the world. We knew this would mean invasion and war, which is why the Declaration ends with its signatories pledging to one another their lives, fortunes, and sacred honor.

The colonists fought willingly and courageously to realize the Declaration’s ideals. Most were not professional soldiers but volunteers—free citizens who were willing to sacrifice everything to secure a land of freedom for their families, their children, and their grandchildren yet to be born.
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The ideals expressed in the Declaration of Independence, and the unique American identity that arose from an American civilization that honored them, form what we call today “American Exceptionalism.” This guiding ethos has always set America apart from all other nations. From its inception, our governing philosophy has been an exception to the practices of governments everywhere else in the world, as detailed by Alexis de Tocqueville and many others. Embracing freedom at a time when Europe and the rest of the world were mired in monarchies and despotism, we settled the frontier, became the world’s foremost advocate of economic freedom, led the world in science and technology, vanquished  fascism, won a half-century battle against worldwide Communism, and eventually emerged as the world’s sole superpower.

Americans today still overwhelmingly believe in American Exceptionalism. A December 2010 Gallup poll asked, “Because of the United States’ history and its Constitution, do you think the U.S. has a unique character that makes it the greatest country in the world, or don’t you think so?” Eighty percent of Americans responded “yes,” including 91 percent of Republicans, 77 percent of independents, and 73 percent of Democrats. Only 18 percent answered “no.”

However, even while expressing support for the concept of American Exceptionalism, many Americans have forgotten the original ideals represented by that concept, ideals that have animated the ethos of American life throughout our history and have led to America’s unprecedented prosperity and global preeminence. Moreover, there is a determined group of radicals in the United States who outright oppose American Exceptionalism. Often convinced America is a uniquely brutal, racist, and malevolent country, these malcontents struggle to reduce American power and transform our political and economic systems into the kind of statist, socialist model that is now failing across Europe.

You don’t need to look hard today to find this radical view, especially in the mainstream media and among left-wing pundits. Washington Post columnist Matt Miller mocks American Exceptionalism as a symptom of declining national self-confidence, writing, “Does anyone else think there’s something a little insecure about a country that requires its politicians to constantly declare how exceptional it is? A populace in need of this much reassurance may be the surest sign of looming national decline.”1 Similarly, in a Politico column titled “U.S. Is Not Greatest Country Ever,” former L.A. Times editorial page editor Michael Kinsley argues that American Exceptionalism is a form of self-defeating arrogance: “The notion that America and Americans are special, among all the peoples of the earth, is sometimes called ‘American exceptionalism.’... This conceit that we’re the greatest country ever may be self-immolating. If people believe it’s true, they won’t do what’s necessary to make it true.”2

The case against American Exceptionalism was made even more boldly in a Boston Globe column by author and journalist Neal Gabler. The article, titled “One nation under illusion,” argues:The hoariest and most oft-repeated cliche in American politics may be that America is the greatest country in the world. Every politician, Democrat and Republican, seems duty bound to pander to this idea of American exceptionalism, and woe unto him who hints otherwise. This country is “the last, best hope of mankind,” or the “shining city on the hill,” or the “great social experiment.” As if this weren’t enough, Jimmy Carter upped the fawning ante 30 years ago by uttering arguably the most damning words in modern American politics. He called for a “government as good as the American people,” thus taking national greatness and investing it in each and every one of us.

Carter was speaking when Watergate was fresh, and government had been disgraced, but still. The fact of the matter is that whenever anything really significant has been accomplished by our government, it is precisely because it was better than the American people.3





Bemoaning that “the American people are too thin-skinned and arrogant” to realize their habitual mistake of opposing benevolent government policies like ObamaCare, Gabler warns, “We’ve been living in a fool’s paradise. The result may be a government that is as good as the American people, which is something that should concern everyone.”

The purpose of such attacks on American Exceptionalism is clear: for those who believe Americans are generally stupid and mean-spirited, America’s only hope is for an enlightened governing class to impose the “correct” policies upon its people. To these elitists, the ideals of freedom that underlie American Exceptionalism obstruct the unyielding power the government needs in order to force virtue, as they define it, on a resistant citizenry.

We must expose the agenda of these radials and fight relentlessly against their coercive, big-government policies. But it is worthwhile to consider the perspective of the larger group of people who have forgotten or just don’t really understand what American Exceptionalism actually means.

President Obama, for example, simply does not understand this concept. In the past, he was outright contemptuous of American Exceptionalism, deriding Americans as “bitter” people who “cling” to guns and religion, pronouncing himself a “citizen of the world,” and denouncing America’s supposed past transgressions in front of foreign audiences. His speeches betrayed a strong unease with American power; at an April 2010 nuclear summit, Obama declared, “Whether we like it or not, we remain a dominant military superpower.”4 Most notably, he earned widespread condemnation when a Financial Times reporter asked him about American Exceptionalism point-blank, and he began his answer by asserting, “I believe in American exceptionalism, just as I suspect that the Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in Greek exceptionalism.”

Recent events, however, seem to have sparked a change of heart in Obama. Just over a minute into his televised speech defending his decision to intervene in Libya, he proclaimed, “For generations, the United States of America has played a unique role as an anchor of global security and as an advocate for human freedom.” Throughout his remarks, he unmistakably conveyed the notion that there is indeed something special about America: “To brush aside America’s responsibility as a leader and—more profoundly—our responsibilities to our fellow human beings under such circumstances would have been a betrayal of who we are. Some nations may be able to turn a blind eye to atrocities in other countries. The United States of America is different.” Later, Obama invoked our founding ideals and the American Revolution:I believe that this movement of change cannot be turned back, and that we must stand alongside those who believe in the same core principles that have guided us through many storms:  our opposition to violence directed against one’s own citizens; our support for a set of universal rights, including the freedom for people to express themselves and choose their leaders; our support for governments that are ultimately responsive to the aspirations of the people. Born, as we are, out of a revolution by those who longed to be free, we welcome the fact that history is on the move in the Middle East and North Africa, and that young people are leading the way. Because wherever people long to be free, they will find a friend in the United States. Ultimately, it is that faith—those ideals—that are the true measure of American leadership.





Many Obama supporters cited the speech as proof of his belief in American Exceptionalism; left-wing writer Glenn Greenwald agreed this was true, even as he worried that believing in American Exceptionalism may not be a good thing.5 Nevertheless, looking past Obama’s rhetoric, his policies betray a fundamental misunderstanding of what American Exceptionalism really means.

It is not enough to give a speech asserting the importance of our ideals of freedom, and insisting that governments must be “responsive to the aspirations of the people.” These ideals must be manifested in actual policies. On this score, Obama’s record as president comes up woefully short. Imposing a centralized, top-down healthcare system that forces all Americans to buy a private service—health insurance—does not advance or preserve freedom. Undermining school choice to sustain the failing, bureaucratic, public school system and the privileges of its powerful unions does not help children or advance or preserve freedom. Saddling our kids with ruinous debt does not advance or preserve freedom. Strangling American companies’ attempts to drill for oil and natural gas, using government power to pick winners and losers among private firms, and expanding bureaucratic control over the nation’s industries do not advance or preserve freedom.

In other words, belief in American Exceptionalism leads inevitably to a smaller, more effective, accountable, and limited government. The American revolutionaries did not shed their blood for the welfare state;  nor did they aim to replace the arbitrary rule of King George and his “multitude of New Offices” and “swarms of Officers,” as stated in the Declaration of Independence, with their own oppressive bureaucracy. Instead, they fought for individual liberty—and that made America an exception among all other nations.

Today, American Exceptionalism is being weakened not only by the small, radical group of Americans who actively seek to undermine it, but by this larger group of people who may even vaguely support it, but don’t really know what it means or where it came from. Clouded by this confusion, they acquiesce to policies that inevitably distance our nation from our founding ideals and historic values. As we slowly become more like Europe, with the attendant debt crisis, self-defeating energy policies, suffocation of private enterprise, and stifling bureaucracy that characterize that continent, they can be fooled into believing this trajectory is consistent with America’s historic, exceptional nature.

The good news is that America, thanks to our founding creed, is uniquely poised to thrive in the twenty-first century. Our inherent idealism and generosity, our capitalist spirit, scientific leadership, vociferous defense of individual rights, and penchant for innovation position us to reap amazing benefits from the Information Age, in which scientific, technological, economic, and entrepreneurial dynamism—not government-led industrial planning—will increasingly determine a nation’s economic strength. There is a reason why so many great innovators, from Benjamin Franklin (bifocals and the lightning rod) to the Wright Brothers (the airplane) to Steve Jobs (the iPod, iPhone, and iPad), are Americans—because American Exceptionalism cultivates and rewards the habits that made them successful.

Yet just at this moment in history, American Exceptionalism is being diminshed by growing indifference and concerted attacks against it. Instead of leveraging all our cultural advantages to excel in the new economy, the Obama administration is moving us in the opposite direction. As the government grows ever larger, ever more bureaucratic, and ever more intrusive in the economy, the ideals and habits underlying American Exceptionalism are being steadily eroded. Work, creativity, and entrepreneurship are rewarded less, while the ability to manipulate  the vast bureaucracy, navigate the impenetrable thicket of regulation, and game the byzantine tax code are becoming paramount skills. Daring managers and innovative engineers become less important to companies than placing well-connected lobbyists in Washington who can directly influence the government’s dispensation of favors and beneficial legislation.

For example, in March 2011 the New York Times reported on G.E.’s giant, 975-person strong tax department, which helped the company avoid paying any corporate income tax for 2010:[G.E.’s] extraordinary success is based on an aggressive strategy that mixes fierce lobbying for tax breaks and innovative accounting that enables it to concentrate its profits offshore. G.E.’s giant tax department, led by a bow-tied former Treasury official named John Samuels, is often referred to as the world’s best tax law firm. . . . The team includes former officials not just from the Treasury, but also from the I.R.S. and virtually all the tax-writing committees in Congress.6





A system in which companies need an army of tax specialists, Washington insiders, and well-connected lobbyists to compete is a system in dire need of reform. This state of affairs breeds corruption as well as widespread cynicism toward both business and government. Yet too many people today accept this arrangement as our normal state of affairs, discounting the possibility that there is a better way, a system in which a smaller, more accountable and transparent government allows more freedom for people and businesses to compete honestly, a system where there is more incentive for technological breakthroughs, creative thinking, and innovative methods than there is for peddling political influence and manipulating the rules.

This is why, now more than ever, we need to restore the values and habits of American Exceptionalism. The principles of liberty that underlay America’s founding point in a dramatically different direction than where we’re heading now. Big Government and an increasingly centralized economy are the antitheses of liberty, which is fundamentally connected to free enterprise, local power, and smaller, more effective, limited  government. Our Founding Fathers understood these ideals and fought for them, just as we, in a different way, must fight for them today.
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A Nation Like No Other is dedicated to the proposition that American Exceptionalism is so central to our nation’s survival that every generation must learn why being an American is a unique and precious experience.

A Nation Like No Other reflects my belief that the Left has so censored and distorted our history that too many Americans no longer understand why their country is both exceptional and an exception to the form and practice of government in all other countries.

A Nation Like No Other seeks to reaffirm and rebuild Americans’ belief in their own country.

The facts are all on our side. America is simply the most extraordinary nation in history. This is not a statement of nationalist hubris. It is an historic fact. It is also proven every day by the thousands of immigrants who give up everything they had to come to our shores and realize the American Dream.

America is exceptional indeed, yet our cultural heritage, our unique habits of liberty that have made us such a successful society, are now being threatened by a combination of centralized bureaucracies, leftwing ideologies, destructive litigation, and an elite view that American Exceptionalism is no longer acceptable or even permissible.

In this book I will share with you the most important ideas of American Exceptionalism, what policies arise from it, and what we can do to sustain and strengthen our role as the singular nation of the modern world.

Our task is twofold. First, we must rediscover the meaning and vitality of American Exceptionalism. Focused on the maneuvering and horse trading of everyday politics, many Americans on both sides of the political aisle have lost sight of the vital principles that shaped our national identity and our entire system of government. We must understand and explain the enormous energy, innovation, and wealth that have  resulted from our commitment to the principles underlying American Exceptionalism. A nation that dedicated itself to protecting the right of every citizen to pursue happiness witnessed an explosion of human creativity and progress that has continued apace for more than 230 years. Abraham Lincoln eloquently described the source of this tremendous prosperity:All this is not the result of accident. It has a philosophical cause. Without the Constitution and the Union, we could not have attained the result; but even these, are not the primary cause of our great prosperity. There is something back of these, entwining itself more closely about the human heart. That something, is the principle of “Liberty to all”—the principle that clears the path for all—gives hope to all—and, by consequence, enterprize, and industry to all.

The expression of that principle, in our Declaration of Independence, was most happy, and fortunate. Without this ... we [still] could have declared our independence of Great Britain; but without it, we could not, I think, have secured our free government, and consequent prosperity. No oppressed people will fight, and endure, as our fathers did, without the promise of something better, than a mere change of masters.7





Recovering and reasserting American Exceptionalism will help us move toward our second goal: putting forward a program of governance that protects American liberties and offers greater opportunity and a more vibrant economic future for every American. The diminishing sphere of liberty today, particularly economic liberty, demands redress. The tools to do so are already at our disposal. The principles of American Exceptionalism point to a clear, proven alternative to the corrupting, insider dominated, government-centric system that inevitably leads to the replacement of genuine free enterprise with crony capitalism.

Our Founding Fathers got it right. Now it’s time we did, too.






PART I

REMEMBERING WHO WE ARE

A civilization without memory ceases to be civilized. A civilization without history ceases to have identity. Without identity there is no purpose; without purpose civilization will wither.

 

—Michael Kammen





CHAPTER ONE

THE AMERICAN CREED

The fundamental ideas of American Exceptionalism are found in the Declaration of Independence read to General Washington’s troops near Bowling Green. The Declaration was drafted by the troops near Bowling Green. The Declaration was drafted by the Continental Congress in Philadelphia, where the Founders sought to affirm their common beliefs in a clear, straightforward manner. The Congress, led by the Declaration’s fifty-six signers, ordered that the document be distributed widely across the new nation. 1

The Declaration sets forth an American Creed, a unifying body of beliefs to which the Founders and their countrymen subscribed. It is this creed, not Europe’s historic conception of blood and soil, that defines membership in the American nation. A creed is open to everyone who shares the beliefs, and immigrants become Americans through affirming it. The creed set America apart, an exception to the beliefs other countries have about organizing government and society.

The American Creed is the source of American Exceptionalism to this day. It is both universal and timeless—relevant and accessible to the present generation and to future ones. Spiritual and political leaders throughout our history have called on us to reaffirm our creed and renew our civilization. Martin Luther King Jr. did this explicitly when he declared, “I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed.”

The action announced in the Declaration—a severing of political ties with the world’s most powerful empire—was radical, but its ideas were not new. Instead, the Declaration of Independence was a succinct summation of beliefs—what the Founders called “truths”—already deeply ingrained in the American psyche. That is why the Second Continental Congress voted unanimously that these truths were “self-evident.”

Years later, in an 1825 letter to Henry Lee, Thomas Jefferson wrote that the Declaration’s purpose wasnot to find out new principles, or new arguments, never before thought of, not merely to say things which had never been said before; but to place before mankind the common sense of the subject, in terms so plain and firm as to command their assent, and to justify ourselves in the independent stand we are compelled to take. Neither aiming at originality of principle or sentiment, nor yet copied from any particular and previous writing, it was intended to be an expression of the American mind.





If the ideas in the Declaration were not new or particularly radical, then why did this single document fundamentally alter world history? The answer is this: no nation had ever before embraced human equality and God-given individual rights as its fundamental organizing principle. America was the exception, because never before had a nation recognized sovereignty in the citizen rather than the government. And never before had a nation been brought forth that was dedicated first and foremost to identifying the source and nature of the individual’s rights and defending those rights, and only secondarily to defining the scope of governmental  power—and then only in relation to, and limited by, the individual’s unalienable rights.

At the time of the American Revolution, many of the world’s rulers justified their authority on the divine right of monarchs, while others didn’t bother with any justification other than their ability to wield brute force against their populations. But in America, the individual—not the government—has always mattered above all. Unalienable rights are vested in the individual, not the government, to which we temporarily and conditionally give limited power for the purpose of maintaining social order, the public good, and national defense.

In sum, America’s founding document contradicted the prevailing theory and practice in the rest of the world that prioritized government rights over individual rights. In America, the government was designed as the servant of the people, not their master.




AN APPLE OF GOLD AND A PICTURE OF SILVER 

During the “Miracle in Philadelphia” in the summer of 1787, delegates to the Constitutional Convention translated the ideas of the Declaration of Independence into a supple, sophisticated, and unique expression of Enlightenment governing philosophy. Their work ultimately produced the United States Constitution, and shortly thereafter, its first ten amendments that comprise the Bill of Rights.

Two of the amendments, the ninth and tenth, state clearly where ultimate power lies—not with a dictatorial central power, but with the various states and their people. In the great debate leading up to the Constitution’s ratification, many states conditioned their acceptance of the Constitution on the promise that the first order of business after its ratification would be passing those amendments, a promise the Founders kept.

Abraham Lincoln employed a vivid analogy to explain the connection between the Declaration and the Constitution. He said the Declaration was like an “apple of gold,” and he likened the Constitution to a “picture of silver, subsequently framed around it.” He continued, “The picture was made, not to conceal, or destroy the apple; but to adorn, and  preserve it. The picture was made for the apple—not the apple for the picture. So let us act, that neither picture, or apple shall ever be blurred, or bruised or broken. That we may so act, we must study, and understand the points of danger.”

Undeniably, the Declaration’s commitment to unalienable rights had a profound impact on the drafting of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, resulting in the following features:• Religious liberty is the first liberty protected by our Bill of Rights, contributing to a free, flourishing religious life in the United States unlike that found in any other country.
• Private property is protected and contracts are upheld, so that people will be rewarded for their work and realize the fruits of their labor and their innovations.
• People can freely assemble and associate with whomever they want without interference from the government.
• People have a right to know the laws; these laws are followed by the government and are not applied arbitrarily; and people can petition to change the laws or government decisions.
• Government must protect the physical safety of the people in their homes and communities, and the safety and sovereignty of the nation itself—a precondition for securing all other rights.



The Constitution was not Americans’ first written commitment to these and other rights; as described below, the colonists had long been enacting their own written compacts and constitutions. But with the establishment of a new nation, distinctly American habits of liberty thrived in the new constitutional order and became the surest support for an individual’s rights and his ability to pursue happiness.

In a country of unique natural bounty, the protection of each of these rights through the rule of law led to extraordinary individual creativity and economic prosperity. These indisputably exceptional results originated from a unique set of historical and cultural circumstances. But  exceptional results and exceptional circumstances should not be confused with the wellspring of American Exceptionalism expressed in the Declaration—the idea that the individual has unalienable rights from God that no government can abridge.




 A HIGHER INSPIRATION 

The Declaration’s writers understood there was a force in the universe greater than themselves, and they incorporated this humbling recognition in their work. One of the Declaration’s most famous passages proclaims, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” This assertion makes some key assumptions about the relationship between man and God:• It assumes that God created man.
• It assumes that God is sovereign over the universe.
• It assumes that man must obey an order of justice that God has instituted.



That order of justice requires all men and women to honor each other’s natural rights, because these rights are an unalienable endowment from the Almighty. When someone violates another’s rights, he is not merely breaking the law, he is violating God’s grant of protection.

This points to two additional assumptions underlying the Declaration: first, that if our rights are given by a divine Creator, then there is a divine plan for humanity; and second, that since all men are equal before God, they should be legally and politically equal as well. The equality of men was fundamental to the teachings of “New Light” preachers like Jonathan Edwards and George Whitefield, which permeated all the colonies during the Great Awakening of the 1730s and ’40s.

The Declaration acknowledges that our Creator endows all men with unalienable rights, and that to secure those rights men organize governments. Thus the source of authority for both instituting government and deposing it lies with the people. Indeed, the Declaration’s  opening paragraph asserts the people’s sovereign authority from God to determine their own government:When in the Course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation. (Emphasis added)





With every individual receiving sovereign authority directly from God, the Founders argued that individuals then have the power to loan some of this sovereign authority to government to organize its powers in such a way as to advance their own safety and happiness.

Acceptance of this simple hierarchy—God, then the individual, then government—set America apart, an exception from all nations that came before it.




 A NATION FORGED IN EQUALITY 

The Declaration of Independence was clear on the issue of equality—“All men are created equal.” There would be no hereditary monarch ruling over his subjects, nor would the people be made subservient to a privileged aristocracy. First expressed in the Mayflower Compact more than 150 years earlier, the concept of legal equality was the only logical outcome of the Declaration’s proclamation of liberty, unalienable rights, and government being rooted in the consent of the governed. The perpetuation of slavery blatantly violated both the letter and the spirit of our founding document.

The great American nation that arose from our forefathers’ revolution was ripped asunder by the Civil War. The war initially centered around constitutional questions, but two years into that terrible conflict, on the field at Gettysburg, Lincoln fundamentally redefined the struggle by harkening back to the Declaration at the beginning of his historic address: “Four Score and seven years ago, our fathers brought forth on this continent  a new nation, conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.” Lincoln was saying the war was no longer being fought over a narrow disagreement over constitutional interpretation, but had become a far more fundamental dispute over the nature of human freedom and equality.

Indeed, America is perhaps the only nation on earth to fight a civil war over the nature of equality. Lincoln understood the wider ramifications of this struggle, repeatedly declaring that the United States was the “last best hope of earth,” and warning that the entire world would suffer if we failed to hold together a Union based on freedom.

During the twentieth century, America emerged triumphant from terrible struggles in which we spent trillions of dollars and lost hundreds of thousands of lives. Recall our various enemies: Germany under both the Kaiser and Hitler, Imperial Japan, worldwide Communism, Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, and currently, radical Islamism. Now consider this: did any of our foes engage in war to secure equality and individual rights? They might declare the superiority of their race or social class, or demand that all must submit to their religion. But never did one of our foes fight for the simple, self-evident truth that all men are created equal. It was for this principle that so many Americans made the ultimate sacrifice. And it is our duty to honor and remember them—and the ideals for which they fought.




AMERICAN CITIZENS OF BRITISH LIBERTY 

The Declaration encapsulated the Founders’ ideas about politics, history, and philosophy, all of which were highly influenced by British thinkers. Most of the Founders were born in Britain’s North American colonies, though a few hailed from Britain itself or its other colonies. They considered themselves British, but emphasized their status as free and equal citizens and as beneficiaries of a British tradition of liberty, rather than as subjects of monarchical authority. As Bernard Bailyn writes, “The colonists’ attitude to the whole world of politics and government was fundamentally shaped by the root assumption that they, as Britishers, shared in a unique inheritance of liberty.”,2

This inheritance was a special source of pride for most Englishmen, as historian Gordon Wood observes:Englishmen everywhere of every social rank and of every political persuasion could not celebrate [the British Constitution] enough. Every cause, even repression itself, was wrapped in the language of English liberty. No people in the history of the world had ever made so much of it. Unlike the poor enslaved French, the English had no standing army, no lettres de cachet; they had their habeas corpus, their trials by jury, their freedom of speech and conscience, and their right to trade and travel; they were free from arbitrary arrest and punishment; their homes were their castles.3





The “liberties of Englishmen” were bedrock for the colonists, but they were keenly aware these rights were hard-won, unevenly applied, and if history was any guide, impermanent.

In Britain, natural rights were assumed to be an integral part of the unwritten English constitution. Beginning with the Magna Carta (Great Charter) in 1215, Britain had slowly and steadily limited the government’s powers and expanded the rights of its citizens. At Runnymede, in return for monetary payments from his barons, King John conceded that the barons had certain rights that he would not violate—an early step toward recognizing the principle of no taxation without representation. The Stuarts rolled back many of those ancient liberties, but the ensuing English Civil War in the mid-seventeenth century, as well as the Glorious Revolution of 1688, revived Britain’s tradition of gradually limiting monarchical power.

By the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a new doctrine was forming out of the British Common Law and the essays of political thinkers who chipped away at the legitimacy of absolute monarchs by proposing that citizens held permanent rights transcending those of governments. Though emerging in Britain, this new model reached full bloom first in the Scottish Enlightenment and then in the American colonies, where the reach of government was weaker and the lure of freedom was stronger.  Americans increasingly believed they had the right to resist oppressive government, even if it was as powerful as the British Empire. This transformation from a government-centric model to a citizen-centric model was an intellectual revolution that formed the philosophical basis of the American Revolution that followed.




 A NATION WITH THE SOUL OF A CHURCH 

The Founders were undeniably religious, and their faith found expression in the Declaration’s assertion that man’s unalienable rights come from God. As John Adams declared in 1813, “The general principles on which the fathers achieved independence, were . . . the general principles of Christianity, in which all those sects were united, and . . . that those general principles of Christianity are as eternal and immutable as the existence and attributes of God; and that those principles of liberty are as unalterable as human nature and our terrestrial, mundane system.”4

However, most of the Founders’ religiosity broke with the traditional bounds of Christian thought in Europe. They were particularly critical of the trappings of official, state-sponsored religion across the old continent and especially in England. Although the Glorious Revolution had resulted in a measure of tolerance for religious dissent in Britain, the Church of England remained a privileged, state-sponsored faith, and religious minorities faced various forms of official discrimination, causing hundreds of thousands of Scottish and Scotts-Irish Presbyterians to migrate to America.

By the time of America’s founding, by contrast, religious pluralism was flourishing in the colonies, which provided a welcome home for religious refugees. In America, citizens were free to select the church they attended without government interference. As a result of this “American voluntarism,” the colonies’ churches enjoyed much higher attendance rates and more committed congregations than was the case on the continent.

Freedom of religion, absent the stifling bureaucracy and hierarchy that characterized Europe’s official churches, democratized the practice  of faith in the American colonies, giving rise to a vibrant, pluralistic religious community. A British bureaucrat observed that the colonies had “no distinctions of Bishops, Priests or Deacons, no Rule or Order, no Dean Chapters or Archdeacons. All were Priests and nothing more.”5 With God as the only recognized higher authority, the individual was made directly accountable to Him. America’s flourishing religious tradition stood in stark contrast to Europe’s rigid, conflict-ridden religious life, encouraging the Founders to believe that a country founded on liberty could not only survive, but thrive.




NATURAL LAW AND THE NATURAL RIGHTS OF MAN 

Aside from its religious influences, the Declaration was impacted by European thinking on the issue of liberty. The document confirmed natural rights stemming from the identification of man as an inherently sovereign and dignified being—a proposition the Founders confirmed through both reason and experience.

These ideas had developed over centuries. Drawing on Greek classical thinkers, Thomas Aquinas and other medieval theologians identified man’s ability to reason and act autonomously as evidence of his personal sovereignty. Renaissance thinkers later stressed man’s self-awareness (Descartes’ “I think therefore I am”) as proof of personal sovereignty, which could be expressed outwardly in violence or benevolence, in horror or genius. Great individual accomplishments in arts and sciences reinforced this notion—from Da Vinci to Shakespeare, from Galileo to Newton, individuals demonstrated the power to remake the world around them.

Other thinkers developed a parallel belief in the inviolate dignity of man. Citing Judeo-Christian texts, medieval scholars identified the inherent dignity of man as a gift from God. Because the universality of God’s gift required the same responsibility of everyone, this reasoning implied all men were equal in God’s eyes—a revolutionary doctrine that inspired challenges to the authority of Church prelates and state officials alike.

Drawing on these currents, the English philosopher John Locke devised theories that would strongly influence America’s Founders. Locke  argued against the ideas of fellow Englishman Thomas Hobbes, who insisted it was man’s natural instinct to reject the dignity of his fellow man. This instinct, Hobbes argued, reduced life to a brutish, anarchic “state of nature” that can only be avoided by ceding individual rights to an immensely powerful central authority—a so-called “Leviathan.” For Locke, however, individuals in the “state of nature” were sovereign and equal under God, and therefore dignified. Locke observes:People in this state do not have to ask permission to act or depend on the will of others to arrange matters on their behalf. The natural state is also one of equality in which all power and jurisdiction is reciprocal and no one has more than another. It is evident that all human beings—as creatures belonging to the same species and rank and born indiscriminately with all the same natural advantages and faculties—are equal amongst themselves. They have no relationship of subordination or subjection unless God (the lord and master of them all) had clearly set one person above another and conferred on him an undoubted right to dominion and sovereignty.





Locke believed man’s inherent reason forestalled the onset of a Hobbesian “war of all against all,” yet he acknowledged that reason, by leaving man free to do good or ill, made an individual’s “life, liberty, and property” insecure. To correct for that insecurity, individuals can willingly band together to create a society that secures rights for mutual benefit.

According to Locke’s doctrine of consent, the transfer of power from individuals to a state or society is conditional and incomplete. Man’s natural freedom, and his right to life and liberty, are God-given and cannot be ceded even willingly because they are not his to give—in other words, these rights are “unalienable.” Locke argued,The natural liberty of man is to be free from any superior power on earth, and not to be under the will or legislative authority of man, but to have only the law of nature for his  rule. The liberty of man, in society, is to be under no other legislative power, but that established, by consent, in the commonwealth; nor under the dominion of any will, or restraint of any law, but what that legislative shall enact, according to the trust put in it.





Crucially, Locke maintained that the social contract, as it was formed willingly, can be dissolved freely when the government no longer abides by its terms.

When any one, or more, shall take upon them to make laws, whom the people have not appointed so to do, they make laws without authority, which the people are not therefore bound to obey; by which means they come again to be out of subjection, and may constitute to themselves a new legislative, as they think best, being in full liberty to resist the force of those, who without authority would impose any thing upon them. Every one is at the disposure of his own will, when those who had, by the delegation of the society, the declaring of the public will, are excluded from it, and others usurp the place, who have no such authority or delegation.



French philosophes such as Montesquieu, Diderot, and Voltaire further refined the notion of personal sovereignty and popular sovereignty, as did the thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment. The Founders distilled all these disparate influences into a “liberal philosophy” that emphasized the personal sovereignty and dignity of the individual. As Bailyn explains, “Borrowing from more original thinkers, they were often, in their own time and after, dismissed as mere popularizers. Their key concepts—natural rights, the contractual basis of society and government, the uniqueness of England’s liberty preserving ‘mixed’ constitution—were commonplace of liberal thought at the time.”6

Though commonplace at the time, these ideas were expressed in the Declaration of Independence with such clarity and conviction that the  document would give birth not only to a country, but to an ethos that, to this very day, resonates throughout the world.




ENGLAND’S FIRST VENTURES IN AMERICA  

Though they regarded themselves as British, the Founders were conscious of their special status in the New World. They were the progeny of refugees, immigrants, utopians, and frontiersmen, living free from many of the ancient artifices and institutions of Europe, with the opportunity to import social structures or invent their own. For them, the intuitive claims of history could be reasoned and tested against rival notions before being accepted. America in effect became a great laboratory for experimentation.

The initial colonists’ successes and failures gave rise to an American way of thinking about how to confront challenges, adapt, survive, and thrive. Alongside its European philosophical influences, the Declaration of Independence also reflected the colonists’ unique struggles and the resulting worldview that affirmed self-reliance and individual responsibility in the face of utterly new circumstances.

The first English settlement in the American colonies was an abject failure, providing a valuable lesson for future efforts. The settlement at Roanoke under Sir Walter Raleigh in the 1580s had confused aims, feuding leaders, and unprepared participants. Furthermore, as historian Paul Johnson notes, Roanoke “had no religious dimension ... [no] God-fearing, prayerful men”7—a crucial quality that infused other, successful settlements with a common purpose. Amidst debilitating infighting, the expedition’s fleet simply sailed off without the colonists. War with Spain and the invasion of the Spanish Armada prevented their re-supply, and the colonists vanished before a return expedition arrived.

The Founding Fathers took inspiration from the hard-won success of the two subsequent English colonies in the New World, at Jamestown and Plymouth Plantation. Although the two colonies had different aims, comprising capitalist adventurers and Christian idealists, respectively, both groups were convinced that England, like Biblical Israel, was  endowed with a special destiny by God—and as new Israelites, the settlers sought out their own land of milk and honey. Moreover, both settlements overcame initial misdirection from London and developed similar traditions and values emphasizing industriousness, self-reliance, and Godliness. These traits grew into a new, American worldview that found expression in America’s founding documents.


 JAMESTOWN 

The Virginia Company of London founded the colony of Jamestown on the James River in Virginia in 1607. The initial financing was entirely from private investors, with settlers promised freehold land in return for seven years of communal labor for the colony. When the first settlers landed, they quickly built a church, signaling their common purpose.

The harsh environment and dwindling supplies took a heavy toll on the settlers, who became increasingly listless and undisciplined. Unprepared for the physical hardships and demotivated by the requirement for communal labor, many of them moved elsewhere. The deteriorating situation was first reversed when John Smith, who had been elected by popular vote to head the Jamestown Council, announced new work rules. Smith decreed:You must obey this now for a Law, that he that will not worke shall not eate (except by sickness he be disabled:) for the labors of thirtie or fortie honest and industrious men shall not be consumed to maintaine an hundred and fiftie idle loyterers.8





Smith’s order, alluding to the Biblical passage 2 Thessalonians 3:10, repudiated the colony’s initial feudal structure under which “high-born” colonists had refused to perform much manual labor. It was a profoundly democratic directive and a dramatic breakthrough for equality, as each man was expected to contribute or perish.

But John Smith was injured and had to return to England in 1609, after only eighteen months in Virginia. Once he departed, conflict with the local Indians combined with demotivating work rules led to a  “starving time” during the winter of 1609–1610 that took the lives of all but sixty of the 500 colonists.

The colony was revived when a new “high marshal,” Sir Thomas Dale, arrived in 1611 and encouraged individual initiative by establishing private property rights to individual plots of land. Several years later another settler, John Rolfe, pioneered tobacco cultivation, setting the colony on the road to prosperity. In 1619, Jamestown adopted governance on republican principles with a representative and responsible “House of Burgesses” that met in the Jamestown church. Emphasizing the rule of law and a self-governing ethic, the colony affirmed unique principles of liberal governance that dramatically differentiated it from Europe.


 PLYMOUTH 

As the Jamestown settlers struggled against the elements, the Pilgrims—a congregation of dissenters and separatists from the Church of England—received a charter to establish their own foothold in America. In 1620, the Pilgrim fathers penned an early draft of the American Creed while en route to the New World on the Mayflower. Having veered off-course from their destination in Virginia, some of the would-be colonists asserted the change-of-course had voided the king’s charter, necessitating a new contract. In the Mayflower Compact, the Pilgrims mutually agreed to a social contract binding themselves together under God. Plymouth Colony’s governor, William Bradford, preserved the pledge:In the name of God, Amen. Having undertaken, for the Glory of God and advancement of the Christian Faith and Honour of our King and Country, a Voyage to plant the First Colony in the Northern Parts of Virginia, do by these presents solemnly and mutually in the presence of God and one of another, Covenant and Combine ourselves together into a Civil Body Politic, for our better ordering and preservation and furtherance of the ends aforesaid; and by virtue hereof to enact, constitute and frame such just and equal Laws, Ordinances, Acts, Constitutions and Offices, from time to  time, as shall be thought most meet and convenient for the general good of the Colony, unto which we promise all due submission and obedience.9





Wholly independent of the Jamestown colony, the Pilgrims established their settlement in Plymouth, Massachusetts, on democratic and egalitarian principles and the rule of law. Their framework set a precedent for future frontier agreements and was a radical departure from the European model, as no institutions but God and king preceded their compact.

The Plymouth Pilgrims had much in common with the settlers in Virginia, but they departed from the Jamestown model in a crucial respect: their efforts would be dedicated to glorifying God. To the Plymouth settlers, the colony would represent an uncorrupted ideal, serving as an example to the decadent, fallen, and unreformed. Their compact and ensuing laws were modeled not on the principles of English liberties, but on the covenant between God and the Israelites.

The radical principles of governance based on consent and equality boded well for the colony. But as in Jamestown, the Pilgrims learned the hard way that without the proper incentives for work even a project comprised of godly men was doomed. Amidst poor harvests and spreading unrest, William Bradford scrapped the communal living and work rules, which had been imposed by the Virginia Company in London, and granted private freehold title to land directly to family units. The colonists’ natural industriousness and ingenuity quickly re-emerged.

The leader of the follow-on Massachusetts Bay Colony, John Winthrop, also saw his project as a fundamentally redemptive one, an opportunity to start the world anew in the unspoiled wilderness. Plymouth Plantation, like Jamestown, enjoyed de facto self-government through distance and circumstance,10 but the colony’s founders managed to get a charter approved in 1629 that required no oversight meetings in London, giving the Massachusetts Bay Colony great legal flexibility. The self-governing principle, along republican and religious lines, clearly imbued the Bay Colony, which Winthrop, drawing from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount,  proclaimed to be “as a City upon a Hill,” adding “The eyes of all people are upon us.” In Winthrop’s terms, America was an exemplar burdened with history’s judgment. The American Creed was coming into focus as a principled exception to European models of governance.

Despite their democratic procedures, neither Plymouth Plantation nor the Bay Colony in Boston were bastions of liberty. Pilgrim leaders governed Plymouth like a theocratic dictatorship, and the Bay Colony banished Quakers and other religious dissenters.

One dissenter expelled from the Bay Colony was the Baptist Roger Williams, who later established a separate colony in Rhode Island that affirmed the radical precept of religious liberty. Along the Williams model, more colonies based on religious tolerance emerged in British North America, such as Lord Baltimore’s Catholic haven in Maryland (founded in 1634) and William Penn’s Quaker-led colony in Pennsylvania (founded in 1682). All the while, the frontier beckoned liberty-seeking pioneers, offering a new social contract along less rigid lines of religious or political control. The space of the New World, as much as political and religious doctrine, made America home to liberty.

Notably, these experiments in self-government preceded the high-minded theories of Rousseau, Locke, and Hobbes. Locke, whose ideas would ring through the Declaration of Independence, was himself strongly influenced by the American colonial experience in crafting his ideas on the social contract and natural liberty.11 Remarkably, America helped to spread ideas of liberty far before its independence.




UNITY UNDER GOD 

Though the various American colonies had similar governing principles based on man’s equality and personal sovereignty, by the close of the seventeenth century the colonies featured highly diverse political structures and economies. From British Army general James Oglethorpe’s debtors’ haven in Georgia to Virginia’s plantation culture to New York’s commercial hub, the colonies developed their own traditions and modes of life. Religious practice was particularly diverse; though a fraction of Britain’s size, the combined colonies had hundreds of faiths evangelizing  and growing aggressively in the spiritual free market of America, in stark contrast to Britain’s thirty socially proscribed “non-conformist” sects.12

The transformation of the disparate colonial cultures into a common American identity occurred through a massive religious revival that began in the 1730s. As John Adams noted, “But what do we mean by the American Revolution? Do we mean the American war? The Revolution was effected before the war commenced. The Revolution was in the minds and hearts of the people: a change in their religious sentiments of their duties and obligations.”13

Adams was referring to the Great Awakening, which swept from small New England towns through the mid-Atlantic ports and southern agrarian outposts. The movement, which de-emphasized religious ceremony and stressed an intense, emotional, and individual relationship with God, further democratized religion, as independent sects flourished, religious education became personalized, and crucially, “New Light” believers abandoned the government-established Church of England in droves. A key leader of the Awakening was the revivalist George Whitefield, who visited every colony in English North America, delivering an estimated 18,000 spellbinding sermons from the 1730s until his death in 1770. Whitefield’s efforts were assisted by Benjamin Franklin, who became a friend of Whitefield’s, though not a convert, and reprinted at great profit Whitefield’s sermons in his newspaper.

True liberty had come to mean freedom of faith and conscience, while religion was deemed necessary to support liberty, a gift of God. The purpose of liberty was to give glory to God. If God was forsaken, liberty’s purpose would be destroyed, and liberty itself would give way to tyranny. In the words of Gouverneur Morris, a key contributor to the U.S. Constitution, “Religion is the only solid Base of morals and Morals the only possible Support for free governments.”14

The Great Awakening had a deep, unifying effect on the American colonists. As Paul Johnson writes, the Awakening “taught different colonies, tidewaters and piedmonts, coast and up-country, to grasp and appreciate what they had in common, which was a very great deal.”15  With their common experiences, values, and beliefs, the colonists were transforming into a nation.
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The New World, though created by men of the Old World, birthed wholly new expressions of ancient ideas. The American experience taught the Founders that self-government was not only possible, but effectual and just—that God’s gifts of life and liberty were universal and good. These ideas had been bandied about in European universities and salons for centuries, being refined and debated by high-minded scholars, but they were made real by the citizens of the primitive townships of colonial America. The New World, as much as the Old, wrote the American Creed.

By the time that creed was codified in the Declaration of Independence, it was already widely known and understood, from Boston to Savannah. For the tinkers, farmers, soldiers, and cobblers in New York who heard it read aloud as the British Navy lurked off Staten Island, the source of their rights was self-evident. They were free and godly men, equal in God’s eyes and self-sufficient in life. The natural rights of the Englishmen, derived from the Reformation, Enlightenment, and constitutional settlements, had now passed on to the colonists.

The Declaration of Independence was not radical in thought but in action. It took bold steps to enshrine these sacred principles as the basis of a new country. With the Declaration, America set itself apart, an exception from the ways of the other nations of the world, and embarked on a radically new course in history, in pursuit of neither wealth, nor power, nor racial or ethnic purity, but an idea: God-given liberty for all.





CHAPTER TWO

 HABITS OF LIBERTY THE SHIELD OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION

As the delegates to the Constitutional Convention were completing their work, Benjamin Franklin reportedly walked outside and encountered a woman who asked him, “Well, Dr. Franklin, what have you done for us?” Franklin responded, “My dear lady, we have given to you a republic—if you can keep it.”1

In a single sentence, Dr. Franklin summed up the extraordinary drama that would play out for all of American history between the two vital forces that sustain American Exceptionalism: freedom and responsibility.

In 1787, the American people created a government that maximized individual freedoms. In order to guard against the growth of unchecked federal power, the Founders carefully designed a republic that divided this power among three separate but co-equal branches of a central government of limited powers, with each having the authority to check and balance the powers of the others.

Moreover, the Founders recognized that the effectiveness of these safeguards, and of the nation’s overall governmental structures, would ultimately depend upon the character of the American people. The people would have to exercise responsibility, both for themselves and for their neighbors, if they were to keep a republican form of government and the freedoms it was designed to protect.




 THE REPUBLIC WE WERE GIVEN 

Notably, the Founding Fathers created a republic instead of a direct democracy. In a direct democracy, legislation is passed by a direct majority vote of all the people, whereas in a republic the people elect representatives who then pass legislation. In a direct democracy, the source of authority is the people. In a republic, the source of authority is the rule of law, which is typically codified in a constitution.

Understanding both the flawed nature of man and historical precedent, the Founders were adamantly opposed to direct democracy, fearing such a system would fail to protect true liberty and would allow for the “tyranny of the majority”—the scenario in which a majority can adopt unjust policies and oppress a minority of voters solely on the basis of their numbers. James Madison argued that “democracies have ever been spectacles of turbulence and contention; have ever been found incompatible with personal security, or the rights of property; and have, in general, been as short in their lives as they have been violent in their deaths.”2 According to John Adams, “[D]emocracy never lasts long. It soon wastes, exhausts, and murders itself. There never was a democracy yet that did not commit suicide.”3

The Founders, however, were also aware of the shortcomings of republics—especially their historical tendency to decay into aristocratic and tyrannical government, as was the case with the ancient Roman republic and with the English Parliamentary Commonwealth under Oliver Cromwell. They understood that previous republics had failed due to man’s susceptibility to the intoxicating temptations of power. As Sam Adams remarked, “The depravity of mankind [is] that ambition and lust of power above the law are ... predominant passions in the breasts of most men.”4

Acknowledging this inherent weakness in man, the Founders sought to diffuse governmental power so that no single person, group, or governing branch could accumulate enough to encroach on the people’s unalienable rights. In Federalist no. 51 James Madison wrote,[W]hat is government itself, but the greatest of all reflections on human nature? If men were angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls on government would be necessary. In framing a government which is to be administered by men over men, the great difficulty lies in this: you must first enable the government to control the governed; and in the next place oblige it to control itself. A dependence on the people is, no doubt, the primary control on the government; but experience has taught mankind the necessity of auxiliary precautions.





Similarly, in his presidential farewell address, George Washington stressed that the American people needed to develop the “habits of thinking” that would preserve limited government:It is important, likewise, that the habits of thinking in a free country should inspire caution in those entrusted with its administration, to confine themselves within their respective constitutional spheres, avoiding in the exercise of the powers of one department to encroach upon another. The spirit of encroachment tends to consolidate the powers of all the departments in one, and thus to create, whatever the form of government, a real despotism.

A just estimate of that love of power, and proneness to abuse it, which predominates in the human heart, is sufficient to satisfy us of the truth of this position.

The necessity of reciprocal checks in the exercise of political power, by dividing and distributing it into different  depositaries, and constituting each the guardian of the public weal against invasions by the others, has been evinced by experiments ancient and modern; some of them in our country and under our own eyes.

To preserve them must be as necessary as to institute them.

If, in the opinion of the people, the distribution or modification of the constitutional powers be in any particular wrong, let it be corrected by an amendment in the way which the Constitution designates.

But let there be no change by usurpation; for though this, in one instance, may be the instrument of good, it is the customary weapon by which free governments are destroyed. The precedent must always greatly overbalance in permanent evil any partial or transient benefit, which the use can at any time yield.





Controlling the federal government through checks and balances, and arraying the governing branches’ power against each other, was a crucial innovation by the Founders to keep man’s natural corruptibility from consuming the people’s liberties.

Nevertheless, Madison candidly acknowledged that these constitutional safeguards were only “parchment barriers” to man’s desire to accumulate power. Despite all its innovative bulwarks, the republic would still be administered by imperfect men whose vulnerability to corruption had to be tempered by a culture of virtue and responsibility.




 FIVE AMERICAN HABITS OF LIBERTY 

The Founding Fathers understood that governmental safeguards were not enough to defend the people’s natural rights—the republic’s survival ultimately depended upon the good character of its citizens. The preservation of liberty in a republic would require personal responsibility, a vital quality they called “virtue.” John Adams maintained that “religion and virtue are the only Foundations, not only of Republicanism and of all free Government, but of social felicity under all Governments and in all Combinations of human society.”5

Another signer of the Declaration of Independence, Benjamin Rush, declared that “the only foundation for a useful education in a republic is to be laid in religion. Without this there can be no virtue, and without virtue there can be no liberty, and liberty is the object and life of all republican governments.”

Likewise, Alexander White, a Virginia delegate to the Constitutional Convention, wondered whether the American people had the qualities demanded by republican governance: “Have we that Industry, Frugality, Economy, that Virtue which is necessary to constitute it?”6

Virtuous, responsible citizens are indeed indispensible for sustaining a free republic. They not only take responsibility for their own lives, but also are concerned for the welfare of their families, friends, and community, especially for those in need and those who have difficulty taking care of themselves.

In terms of politics, virtuous citizens become knowledgeable about the issues of the day so they can make informed decisions at election time, and so they will know how and when to hold their government officials accountable. When holding office, virtuous citizens exercise authority responsibly, recognizing and abiding by the proscribed limits of their power.

Crucially, since virtue is instrumental to our republic’s survival, the Founders believed the people must develop and maintain institutions that cultivate virtue and responsibility in its citizenry. George Washington spoke of the need for sources outside of government that nurture these qualities. In his farewell address, he cited religion and morality as vital buttresses of liberty:Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality are indispensable supports.

In vain would that man claim the tribute of patriotism, who should labor to subvert these great pillars of human happiness, these firmest props of the duties of men and citizens.

The mere politician, equally with the pious man, ought to respect and to cherish them. A volume could not trace all  their connections with private and public felicity. Let it simply be asked: Where is the security for property, for reputation, for life, if the sense of religious obligation deserts the oaths which are the instruments of investigation in courts of justice?

And let us with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be maintained without religion. Whatever may be conceded to the influence of refined education on minds of peculiar structure, reason and experience both forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle.

It is substantially true that virtue or morality is a necessary spring of popular government. The rule, indeed, extends with more or less force to every species of free government. Who that is a sincere friend to it can look with indifference upon attempts to shake the foundation of the fabric?





Washington clearly understood the importance of religion and morality, but what are the “dispositions and habits” to which he referred? Looking through four hundred years of American history, back to the first colonists’ arrival at Jamestown, we find five habits of liberty that have been crucial to sustaining American Exceptionalism. They are:• faith and family
• work
• civil society
• rule of law
• safety and peace



Tempering man’s worst impulses, these distinctly American habits are vital to cultivating an engaged, informed citizenry, which is needed to sustain a free republic and secure the unalienable rights asserted in the Declaration of Independence. The emphasis on these habits set America apart from its European counterparts, where monarchs were intent on cultivating passive, obedient subjects unlikely to challenge their rulers’ claim to power.




 EXEMPLARS OF LIBERTY 

The Founders encouraged these habits of liberty both through policy and by personal example. Recognizing that a virtuous republic must be based on a virtuous citizenry, they assumed the American nation would not prosper, regardless of its governing structures, unless the people vigorously practiced these habits and inculcated them in future generations. We can see these habits in action through the lives of five members of America’s founding generation.


 JOHN ADAMS AND THE HABIT OF FAITH AND FAMILY 

As God endowed man with rights, the Creator also gave man the first and most durable of human institutions: the family. God repeatedly affirmed the family as the best means to secure a happy, just, and moral life. Faith and family grew up in tandem as the twin pillars of Judeo-Christian civilization.

Faith gave the Founders context and meaning in their lives; families gave them an outlet for expressing their understanding of the world, and the obligation and privilege to love and be loved in return. The Founders laid their greatest hopes for the American republic on a commitment of free men to faith and family, since these two pillars defend liberty against licentiousness and tyranny.

John Adams, a signer of the Declaration of Independence and later vice president and president of the United States, was a devoted husband of Abigail and father of six children. The couple had known each other since childhood, basing their marriage upon mutual respect and admiration. As they witnessed the birth of a new republic and experienced the fatigue and separation of war, John and Abigail continually looked to each other for emotional, spiritual, and intellectual support.

The struggle for American independence kept Adams away from his family for long periods, sometimes years at a time. But the couple maintained an extensive correspondence, particularly during his time in Philadelphia during the Continental Congress. Their letters reveal an unshakeable commitment and devoted love for one another. They shared a mutual appreciation for philosophy, poetry, and politics, and their letters  show how much John valued Abigail’s counsel on matters of government and public life.

The Adams also understood the importance of education in the lives of their children, and their own responsibility to instill in them the virtues and values vital to the new nation’s success. Early in his legal career, John wrote about the importance of the proper education of youth:It should be your care, therefore, and mine, to elevate the minds of our children and exalt their courage; to accelerate and animate their industry and activity; to excite in them an habitual contempt of meanness, abhorrence of injustice and inhumanity, and an ambition to excel in every capacity, faculty, and virtue. If we suffer their minds to grovel and creep in infancy, they will grovel all their lives.





In a letter to Abigail in 1780, he likewise explained why he supported the armed struggle to secure the nation’s independence:I must study politics and war that my sons may have liberty to study mathematics and philosophy. My sons ought to study mathematics and philosophy, geography, natural history and naval architecture, navigation, commerce and agriculture, in order to give their children a right to study painting, poetry, music, architecture, statuary, tapestry, and porcelain.





Adams’ love of family compelled him not only to study politics and war, but to engage in both, to ensure that his children could enjoy the blessings of liberty. He believed that the education of children was central to the maintenance of liberty, and he hoped a free republic would provide an environment where his children could study the greatest expressions of human culture and man’s God-given creativity—painting, poetry, music, architecture, and other arts. Both John and Abigail understood that the cultivation and protection of these virtues all begin in the family.

Indeed, above their status as citizens, workers, or statesmen, the Founders cherished their role in their families. The family was prized as  the best incubator for love, charity, religion, work, and safety, and a model for all other social relations. As John Adams wrote in a letter to Thomas Jefferson in 1814, “As long as Property exists, it will accumulate in Individuals and Families. As long as Marriage exists, Knowledge, Property and Influence will accumulate in Families.” Once again, Adams demonstrated that he saw the institution of family as the cornerstone of a free society, and marriage as the fundamental building block of the family. He also believed that the family was inextricably linked to economic prosperity.

Family is the most basic social unit, and for the Founders, the model for all society and the locus of work, education, religion, love, discipline, and national memory. The Pilgrim settlers described the family as “a little commonwealth” whose constituent members had deep and abiding obligations to themselves and to each other for their mutual prosperity, safety, and happiness. These values, developed in the home, extended to society at large. According to Adams, “The foundation of national morality must be laid in private families.”

Strong and healthy families created strong and healthy citizens and taught those citizens their responsibilities to society. A mid-eighteenth-century Protestant preacher explained, “As the Civil State, as well as the Churches of Christ, is furnished with members from private families: if the governors of these little communities, were faithful to the great trust reposed in them, and family-religion and discipline were thoroughly, prudently and strictly, maintained and exercised . . . the Civil State would prosper and flourish from Generation to Generation.”7 The preacher’s assertion implied that if the family ever faltered, the colonists’ virtues could be erased in one generation.

Experience had taught the colonists the value of extended families as a stabilizing force in society. After the disaster at Roanoke and early stumbling at Jamestown, the colonies were settled not by individuals, but almost exclusively by family units that were stable, productive, and self-sustaining. 8 The division of responsibilities among family members created mutual dependence within the family but independence from the outside community, allowing families to raise children to be free and self-sufficient citizens.

Both liberty and family life derived from something greater than their constituent parts. In 1813, looking back on his life, Thomas Jefferson observed, “The happiness of the domestic fireside is the first boon of Heaven; and it is well it is so, since it is that which is the lot of the mass of mankind.”

The Founders viewed liberty as a special privilege from God that was inextricably tied to their family and their faith. George Whitefield, the renowned preacher of the Great Awakening and close friend of Benjamin Franklin, summed up why Americans should be thankful: “Your situation in life, every one must confess, is one of great blessing: the providence of God has given you a wonderful heritage, above many of your fellow-creatures.” 9 Faith and family both secured and gave meaning to the blessings of liberty.


 BENJAMIN FRANKLIN AND THE HABIT OF WORK 

The colonies’ first settlers were adventurers and frontiersmen who established an American tradition of pursing fortune and knowledge through work. Labor, whether manual or intellectual, increased man’s dignity and liberty as he became self-sufficient and availed himself of self-made opportunities. Ever since John Smith introduced the “Law of Work” at Jamestown, a strong work ethic was more than a moral maxim—it was a necessity for survival and a route to prosperity.

Benjamin Franklin stands out among the Founders as the embodiment of this ethic of work, industry, and innovation. For Franklin, the key to prosperity lay in his Thirteen Virtues, among them Industry and Frugality. Industry, as Franklin defined it, was to “lose not time; be always employed in something useful; cut off all unnecessary actions.”10

Franklin lived that ethic of work and encouraged his countrymen to do the same. As a young man, he became a successful printer and author, writing Poor Richard’s Almanack at the age of twenty-six. He became the celebrated inventor of bifocals and the Franklin stove, as well as an authoritative scientist on subjects such as lightning, ocean currents, and meteorology. In his distinguished career as a diplomat and statesmen, Franklin guided the colonies toward revolution and unity, navigating them through the treacherous waters of European diplomacy.

Franklin’s greatest legacy, though, is the ethos of self-made success that he advocated and exemplified. To him, the pursuit of happiness was best understood as an unalienable right to pursue property; and consequently he understood the accumulation of wealth as evidence of a “moral striving” that benefitted society.11 This notion was fundamentally democratic; a man was to be judged solely by what he produces, not by his social class or some other artificial criteria. As Franklin advised immigrants, “People do not inquire concerning a Stranger, What is he? but, What can he do?”12

Franklin suggested the government’s rightful role was to defend liberty and opportunity, allowing man to improve his condition through his own initiative: “I think the best way of doing good to the poor, is not making them easy in poverty, but leading or driving them out of it.... The less was done for them, the more they did for themselves, and became richer.”13

Ingenuity and discovery, as Franklin showed by example, were part and parcel of this American work ethic. The relentless quest for scientific discovery and economic opportunity also provided an animating force for exploring and settling America, from the Northwest Ordinance to Jefferson’s Louisiana Purchase to the Lewis and Clark expedition.

The Founders considered innovation and invention so important that they wrote protections for inventors into the Constitution—the document that articulated our society’s most precious and protected liberties. The Patent and Copyright Clause reads, “To promote the Progress of Science and useful Arts, by securing for limited Times to Authors and Inventors the exclusive Right to their respective Writings and Discoveries.”

The American republic was conceived as a commercial republic in which hard work and innovation would create a level of prosperity unrivaled in history. As Alexander Hamilton observed in Federalist no. 12, “The prosperity of commerce is now perceived and acknowledged by all enlightened statesmen to be the most useful as well as the most productive source of national wealth, and has accordingly become a primary object of their political cares.”

The Founders, especially Benjamin Franklin, revered work as a moral virtue and a great habit of liberty. With industry and ingenuity, work was  the great means by which the American people could achieve independence and pursue happiness.


 BENJAMIN RUSH AND THE HABIT OF CIVIL SOCIETY 

The Founders recognized that citizens of a free republic would have to accept extraordinary responsibilities. In European monarchies, the people were subjects who owed loyalty and obedience to their superiors, while the Court and the aristocrats were duty bound, at least in theory, to guard the best interests of commoners and of society as a whole. A republic, by contrast, required that each man, serving as his own sovereign, act not only in his own best interest but also in the interest of his fellow countrymen.

Benjamin Rush, a physician and signer of the Declaration of Independence, exemplified a commitment to his fellow citizens in his own life. In Philadelphia, he helped lead The Sons of Liberty, a society that arose in all the colonies dedicated to educating and organizing the people to champion liberty. The Sons of Liberty played a vital role as a meeting place for like-minded patriots to develop the ideals of the Revolution. The group also engaged in collective actions—its members staged the famous Boston Tea Party, and some of its adherents helped tear down the statue of King George III on Bowling Green. Later in life, Dr. Rush dedicated himself to public health and helped to contain a yellow fever outbreak in Philadelphia in 1793. Though most other doctors fled the epidemic, Rush stayed, risking his own life and saving thousands.

The Founders believed this kind of private virtue, manifested through philanthropy, charity, and participation in civic life, was crucial to America. And indeed, myriad popular associations dedicated to helping the poor, often based around churches and immigrant groups, spread throughout the colonies and the early republic.14 To facilitate their work, local and state governments gave these groups tax exemptions and other privileges. Land grants and endowments flourished in colonial America and afterward, transforming the nation into a great educational and philanthropic society.

After America’s founding, associations dedicated to philanthropy, science, philosophy, and politics sprung up across the new nation. In the  early 1800s, Alexis de Tocqueville observed how widespread these civic groups had become: “In no country in the world has the principle of association been more successfully used or applied to a greater multitude of objects than in America.... A vast number of others are formed and maintained by the agency of private individuals.”15 As Tocqueville noted, the societies ranged from political parties and public safety commissions to religious groups and commercial associations.

These groups expanded the bounds of civil society and provided a bulwark against tyranny, as volunteers worked to achieve common aims outside of government. They cultivated a vibrant civic life in America, an exception to this day from the life of all other nations.


 JAMES MADISON AND THE HABIT OF THE RULE OF LAW 

The Declaration of Independence tasks the government with securing natural rights, not granting or creating them; life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness are gifts from our Creator, not from government. In order to secure these rights, the government is obligated to institute the rule of law. Crucially, the rule of law requires that government officials abide by the same laws they enact and enforce, and refrain from taking arbitrary action against the people—in other words, the government is bound by its commitments to exercise power in predictable and even-handed ways.

The Founders were convinced that the rule of men, as opposed to the rule of law, leads to tyranny. This was evident in the “abuses and usurpations” of the Crown listed in the Declaration of Independence. The king had consistently and impudently flouted the law, holding men without trial, refusing to enact laws for the general welfare, undermining judicial independence, and committing many other abuses that put his will above the law and above the good of the people. To the Founders, this arbitrary authority infringed on both the natural liberty of men and their equality, for no man stands above another in the eyes of God.

For James Madison, the problem lay in the uncertain status of the British constitution, which was an unwritten accumulation of traditions. The king could ignore or arbitrarily enforce acts of Parliament, since  there was no higher authority to provide redress. To remedy this tendency toward tyranny, the law had to be codified, transparent, and universal.16

Initially, the Founders established the Articles of Confederation to accomplish this goal and to tie the states together in a union. But the powers of the various states were in conflict, and citizens risked the same arbitrary application of laws as under the British Crown. Eventually, the Constitution became the ultimate basis of the rule of law in America, with clear delineation and limitation of the federal government’s powers. The Constitution also expressly prohibited certain types of inherently arbitrary laws such as ex post facto laws (allowing people to be prosecuted for crimes that had been legal when they committed them) and bills of attainder (allowing for convictions without a court trial).

While he was helping to devise the Constitution, Madison was also worried by the specter of the tyranny of the majority—which might use its power in the democratic process to undermine a minority’s rights—and by the prospect of an overly powerful judiciary. The Constitution implemented various checks and balances to guard against these threats, including a bicameral legislature, a strong executive with veto power over legislation, judicial independence, and the legislature’s power to impeach executive and judicial officials. Madison noted, “The great difficulty lies in this: you must first enable the government to control the governed; and in the next place oblige it to control itself.”17

Though he did not see the need for a separate bill of rights, Madison acknowledged concerns of Anti-Federalists that the proposed Constitution would not adequately protect individual rights. To assuage their fears, he and other Founders promised to codify the people’s fundamental rights in amendments to be drafted after the Constitution was ratified. With the Constitution’s approval in 1789, Madison took charge personally of compiling those amendments, sending his proposals to the first Congress of the United States, which passed them. After being ratified by the states in 1791, the first ten amendments—the Bill of Rights—became part of the Constitution.

The Founders believed that preserving the rule of law would require eternal vigilance. In Federalist no. 57, Madison asserted that “a dependence on the people is, no doubt, the primary control on the government.”  The people, having organized a government, had to guard their own liberty and insist that government restrain itself.

The Founders based the Constitution on a realistic assessment of human nature and provided sophisticated safeguards to counter the natural temptations of power. The debate over this charter was informed, deep, and thorough, and the ratification process assured that it gained the true consent of the people who would live under its authority.


 GEORGE WASHINGTON AND THE HABIT OF SAFETY AND PEACE 

In order to secure life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness as unalienable rights, a society must provide for the safety of its members. John Jay noted the primacy of this consideration in Federalist no. 3: “Among the many objects to which a wise and free people find it necessary to direct their attention, that of providing for their safety seems to be the first.” Without security, liberty is temporary and ultimately meaningless.

Both the safety and the liberty of the American people had a special guardian in George Washington. A seasoned veteran of the French and Indian War, a noted patriot, and a recognized leader in his native Virginia, Washington was selected by a unanimous vote of the Continental Congress as commander in chief of the continental armies.

Washington led the revolutionary armies with dedication, courage, humility, and skill, transcending the lack of provisions from Congress and the paucity of professional soldiers in his armies. Waging war against the most powerful army in the world, Washington held his forces together in the field for eight years amidst a series of demoralizing defeats. He repeatedly helped to deliver strategic, morale-boosting blows against the British, and eventually, with the help of France, he secured America’s independence by capturing an entire British army at Yorktown.18

Washington’s decision to relinquish power after the Revolutionary War, in stark contrast to the power-grabs common to victorious generals throughout history, added to his stature. When he agreed to preside over the Constitutional Convention in 1787, his presence lent credibility to a contentious process whose outcome was far from certain. Throughout that hot summer in Philadelphia, the delegates took comfort in the  willingness of the great man presiding over their debates to serve as the country’s initial chief executive. Washington’s ensuing presidency, along with his character and probity in setting hundreds of precedents for all subsequent presidents, were instrumental to the successful launch of the new republic.

As America’s commander in chief, Washington prioritized the safety and security of the American people. He sent an army in 1793 to defeat hostile Indian tribes that were attacking settlers on the frontier in the Ohio River Valley, and the following year he personally led a military force that disbursed the Whiskey Rebellion in western Pennsylvania without firing a shot.

Washington recognized that peace and safety required vigilance and military readiness. In addition to building up America’s coastal and frontier defenses, he ensured the militias were well-equipped and prepared for battle. As the Anglo-French wars came perilously close to American waters and threatened America’s trade, Washington recommissioned the navy.

However, Washington undertook these and other military preparations with the aim of forestalling war, not provoking it; his hope was that a well-armed, well-defended America would force other powers to leave the young nation alone to grow and prosper in peace. Striving to keep the United States neutral in the Anglo-French wars of the early 1790s, he warned his countrymen in his 1796 presidential farewell address of the danger of foreign entanglements.

Subsequent presidents heeded Washington’s caution to prepare for war while seeking to avoid it. When the Barbary States of North Africa began capturing U.S. merchant ships in the Atlantic and Mediterranean, holding American sailors for ransom and even enslaving them, our earliest diplomats, notably New York’s John Jay, first tried to find a diplomatic solution. When those efforts failed, the war-weary federal government adopted the European practice of paying the Barbary States an annual tribute to prevent further attacks.

By 1801 the situation had become intolerable. The bribes paid to the pirate states exacted a heavy toll on the federal budget and enraged the American people while failing to end the pirates’ maritime terrorism.  Refusing Tripoli’s demand for further tribute, newly elected president Thomas Jefferson sent a group of American frigates to the Mediterranean to protect the merchant fleet. After skirmishes with enemy ships, Congress authorized the president in 1802 to “employ such of the armed vessels of the United States as may be judged requisite . . . for protecting effectually the commerce and seamen thereof on the Atlantic Ocean, the Mediterranean and adjoining seas.”

Although the conflict only comprised a few short battles and a successful blockade, the campaign against Barbary piracy—the United States’ biggest military engagement since the Revolutionary War—secured a treaty ending the pirates’ depredations. Preferring armed action over the continued payment of tribute, America showed the world that, though it did not seek war, it would defend itself from foreign attack and would protect its citizens’ God-given rights to life and property.

[image: 005]

American Exceptionalism is the remarkable and dynamic result of the American nation, sustained by the moral convictions of the American people, living out its freedoms through the people’s habits of liberty. Such a dynamic society cultivates extraordinary creativity, courage, and allegiance, implanting the optimistic belief that any person can succeed who works hard and plays by the rules.

Five habits of liberty—faith and family, work, civil society, rule of law, and safety and peace—have been practiced by the American people as both public and private virtues. As responsibilities of a free people, these habits support and protect the unalienable rights of liberty and allow Americans to pursue happiness. The Founders appealed to these habits and, through word and deed, showed their countrymen their importance for the preservation of the new republic.

As the beneficiaries of the Founders’ genius and sacrifice, American citizens are still responsible for cultivating and preserving these habits today. As Dr. Joseph Warren charged his fellow countrymen in 1776 before he gave his life for his country in the Battle of Bunker Hill, “On you depend the fortunes of America. You are to decide the important  question, on which rest the happiness and liberty of millions yet unborn. Act worthy of yourselves.”

Parts II and III of this book will explore how these five habits of liberty evolved, how they helped to make America exceptional, how they are being dangerously undermined, and how we can revitalize them and restore American Exceptionalism. But before we begin that discussion, let’s step away from our study of history and briefly consider, through the words of some notable witnesses, how powerful—and how crucial to our future—American Exceptionalism really is.
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