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" These great and dangerous errors have their origin in the prevalent opinion that dl men are
born free and equal; —than which nothing can be more unfounded and false.”' In these words,
John C. Calhoun, one of theleading southern politicians prior to the civil war, attacked the
principlesof the Americanfounding asfalse and irrelevant. Lincoln correctly identified this
disagreement on founding principlesas a " house divided against itself" in his 1858 House
Divided speech,? for, as he pointed out in the Gettysburg address, this nation was “conceived in
liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.”” Do we till livein a house
divided?Have thefoundations of this house becomeirrelevant and false? In hiswork, "' The New
Freedom,"” Woodrow Wilson argued, " The Declaration of Independence did not mention the
questions of our day," pointing out that its principlesand those of the Constitution stemmed from

rigid, Newtonian ideas of absolutes rather than the evolving ideas of Darwin which speak to the
present needs of society.* Today we will look at critiques of thefounding principles. Have the
waves and the winds of time made our foundation obsolete, unable to withstand today's storms?
Have progressives like Woodrow Wilson provided afirmer, more relevant foundation from
which to build this house, even if they have divided it against the original founding principles?
Next we will examine the idea of absolute principles and the nature of America's founding
principles. Finally, I will show that America's founding principlestruly provide arelevant
foundation from which to build a house united.

In " The Future of Liberalism,” John Dewey identifies and attacks the ideas of the

founders, saying, “The fundamental defect was lack of perception of historic relativity. Thislack
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isexpressed in the conception of the individual assomething given, completein itself, and of
liberty as aready-made possession of the individual. . .””> Because, as Dewey argued, man's
nature is changing, Woodrow Wilson can argue, in his work The New Freedom, that government

must also be " necessitated by its tasks, shaped to itsfunctions by the sheer pressure of life."

Government must not be limited by things like checks and balances, but must be able to respond
quickly to the changing needs of society. Franklin Roosevelt agrees with the progressive critiquein
his Commonwealth Club Address, saying that new situations have dictated a new end for
government. While thefounders had tofree peoplefrom political oppression, the government must
now free peoplefrom economic oppression.® These men all held that the laws and principles, the
blueprints and plans of the founders could nolonger hold true for them. Because man isaways
changing, traditional ideas about man's government will never remain completely true and we must
awayslook forward to the needs and changes of thefuture.

How have the ideas of the progressivesfreed usfrom the walls constructed by the
foundersand allowed us to solve the problemsof today's society? What are the implications of
this new foundation?In their essay, " The Rise and Decline of Constitutional Government in
America," Thomas West and Douglas Jeffrey point out that the progressive rejection of limited,
constitutional government has led to an expansion of governmental power, regulation, and
bureaucracy in theform of a welfare state. With an antiquated constitution, the federal
government now has the right and obligation to redefine the principles of liberty in order tofix

the problems of society and create a happier people.’

The current progressive mindset not only attacks the founding principles but the very idea that

s John Dewey, " The Future of Liberalism,” TheJournal d Philosophy, 32 (1935), 226.

WWWw.jstor.org.
°Franklin Roosevelt, "' Commonwealth Club Address,” in American Heritage: A Reader,

2" ed., ed. History Department, Hillsdale College (Acton, MA: Tapestry, 2001), 488-490.
"Thomas G. West and Douglas A. Jeffery, " The Rise and Decline of Constitutional

Government in America," Vindicating the Founders essay,

http://www.vindicatingthefounders.com/essay2.html.


http:www.jstor.org
http://www.vindicatingthefounders.com/essay2.html

founding principles can remain truefrom one generation to the next. Therefore, beforewe can
consider the relevance and truth of the founding principles, we must consider whether any
principles can remain relevant throughout history. If welook at the creation around us, we see that
certain fundamental laws exist whether we believe them or not. Take thelaw of gravity, for instance.
Every time| jump off this building, | will alwaysfall, no matter how hard | believethat man or the
world ischanging. Just aswe can look at the world around us and deduce certain truths about
physics, chemistry, and astronomy, which men have observed for hundreds of years, so too, we can
look at the world around us and deduce truths about man's natureand his government which the

founders and men before them have also deduced.

What truths, then, did the founders deduce about the world which caused them to construct
this house in thisway? In the Declaration of Independence, the thirteen colonies gave their
reasonsfor separation from Great Britain by stating fundamental, " self-evident™ ideas about the
nature of man and the nature of government. First, they believed that all men are created equal
because all have been " endowed by their Creator" with the unalienable rights” of "life, liberty,
and the pursuit of happiness."* The declaration points out, though, that governments must be
instituted to " secure” the rights of the people, thereby operating on the presupposition that, if left
to their own designs, people, who by nature possess al of these rights will by nature seek their
own gratification to the harm of the life, liberty, and happiness of others. Thus, the Declaration
goeson to articulate the end of government in its second set of fundamental principles. It points
out that given man's nature people must together lay the foundations of government **on such
principles as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness.”” Doesthis
mean that government must providefor the instant happiness of every person? Thefounders had

adifferent understanding of the word " happiness” which came from their observation of absolute
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truths and the observations of humans throughout history. For instance, John Adams, in his

work, Thoughtson Government, says,

All sober inquirers after truth, ancient and modern, pagan and Christian, have
declared that the happiness of man, as well as hisdignity, consists in virtue.
Confucius, Zoroaster, Socrates, Mahomet, not to mention authorities really sacred,

have agreed in this. ...
But where does this virtue come from? George Washington, in his Farewell Address, agrees that
virtue (or, as hecallsit, ""morality") must exist for the happiness of humankind. However, he
points out that morality cannot survive without religion. He says, ""Where is the security for
property, for reputation, for life, if the sense of religious obligation desert the oaths which are the
instruments of investigation in courtsof justice??"* Thefounders believed that certain truths about

man and his government in asociety must inform all political systems. The Creator of man has
given al men rights but man will abuse these rights and harm others. He must therefore agree
together with other men to establish a government. By nature, this government of created men
obtains its power from fellow created men and it is established to provide safety and a happiness
grounded in virtue, religion, and morality.

These principles about man's nature and the nature of government may sound plausiblein
theory, but how could we apply them to our situation today? Arethey relevant, or, as Woodrow
Wilson argued, do they need to be re-made? What happens when individua citizens and
government seek happiness as John Adams and the other founders understood it, a happiness
grounded in virtue and religion? Thejust citizen will givean equitable wage and work hard to
deservefair wages. The prudent citizen will save his own money for retirement and teach his

children to do so as well. The courageous citizen will stand up for what is right and fight when his
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republiccalls. Thetemperate citizen will use alcohol and drugs with wisdom and moderation. '
Thecitizen of faith, remembering that God sees his actions, will take responsibility for what he does
rather than engage in frivolous lawsuits. The hopeful citizenwill look forward to eternity but still
vote and becomeinvolved in his government in the hope that virtuous governors may be elected.”
Theloving citizen will care for each person, regardless of race, creed, color, or sex. In addition to
recognizing the good an individual can do, we must, like thefounders, recognize man's propensity
for evil and restrict thet, through government. The late President Gerald Ford understood that we

must continue to apply these principles of limited government and virtuous society in his remarks
after Nixon’s resignation. Hesaid, "' Our Constitution works; our great Republic isa government

of lawsand not of men. Here the people rule. But there is a higher Power, by whatever name we
honor Him, who ordains not only righteousness but love, not only justice but mercy.” Ford here
rearticul ated the concept that Aristotle, Livy, John Adams and the Founders all agreed upon. He
believed that certain laws about the happiness of mankind grounded in virtueand religion till held
truefor society. These laws were relevant during Watergate and they are relevant today for Jack
Abramoff, Billy Graham, Saddam Hussein, and George Bush.

Prior to the civil war, men like John C. Calhoun sought to deny the fundamental principles

of the American founding, declaring that all men were not born free and equal. Lincoln and those
who opposed him in the same house had to ask themselves whether their fundamental principles
would be refined as gold in thefire or be burned as straw in the heat of battle? Thefoundations
of that house, while scorched and weathered, remained through the storms of Shiloh and thefires

of Fredericksburg. Thesefoundationscan also survive today's societal storms. Virtuous

individual citizens can apply justice, prudence, temperance, courage, faith, hope, and loveto the
problems of social security, health care, tort reform, war, poverty, and crime in their day to day lives.

Aswe continue tofollow thefounding principles of limited government and happiness grounded in
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virtue, the blueprints of this nation, our house too will cease to be divided against its own
foundations. | hope, in the words of Abraham Lincoln, *'that this nation, under God, shall have a
new birth of freedom —and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not

perish from the earth.” '
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