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    This book is dedicated to my favorite freedom fighters:

    Bear, Sugar Ray, and Dubya.

    The first words uttered by all three of my grandchildren were the same—“Big government sucks.”

    May God bless you with a country that promotes a limited

    constitutional government, a vibrant civil society with free markets,

    strong families, and civic virtue so that you may enjoy opportunity and freedom. And may God bless the United States.
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    Foreword



    By Senator Mike Lee


    It is a testament to our founders’ brilliance that we can still learn from their writings and apply those ideas to today’s political problems. I often find myself reaching for my copy of The Federalist Papers and other founding documents to help determine the appropriate response to a current problem. “What would James Madison say about this?” is a question I frequently ponder when reviewing legislation. The Founders’ wisdom is as applicable today as it was in the eighteenth century.


    The Founders remain the authority on matters of the proper scope of government and the relationship between government and individual liberty because they understood human nature. The system of government they devised was a reflection of, rather than a rejection of, human nature. The progressives, by contrast, have gone in the opposite direction. Their social and economic programs all lead to bigger and more intrusive government because of the flawed underlying premise of these proposals. Progressives consistently fail to account for fixed aspects of human life and nature, including, significantly, our desires for more liberty and to be able to provide for our families without government dependence.


    As a United States senator, I enjoy the Capitol’s many symbols of our founders’ political experiment. My desk in the United States Senate Chamber, while appearing similar to other desks, is special to me. The desk, which once belonged to Senator Barry Goldwater—his signature is etched in the wood—serves as a constant reminder to me of the importance of limited government, and the role one individual can play in reversing the trend for ever bigger government.


    One of our time-honored traditions in the Senate is selecting our desks. At the start of a new Congress, the desks of departing senators are made available for others. The Senate takes these matters seriously; we even have three Senate resolutions to govern three specific desks and the rules about who may occupy those desks.


    When Barry Goldwater’s desk became available, I quickly claimed it. I have always felt a strong connection with the former senator and presidential candidate—and not simply because I was born in his home state of Arizona. Goldwater, who almost single-handedly revived conservatism at a time when America desperately needed an alternative to the expansive reach of Big Government, has been an inspiration for my work.


    The time Goldwater spent in the Senate, from 1953 to 1965 and then again from 1969 to 1987, coincided with an international craze for far-left politics. Across the globe, Marxist-Leninism was on the rise, gaining a foothold in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. In the United States, conservatism was derided as a backward, anti-intellectual, and entirely unserious political viewpoint. Goldwater changed all of that and helped Americans remember the value of limited government. He was fearless in shaking up the Washington establishment and challenging the status quo.


    Goldwater’s legacy is intertwined with that of another of my conservative heroes, Ronald Reagan. When Goldwater challenged Lyndon B. Johnson in the presidential race in 1964, a former Democrat and well-known actor named Ronald Reagan embraced Goldwater’s brand of conservatism. Reagan’s 1964 speech “A Time for Choosing,” delivered in October, right before the election, defined America’s choice at a pivotal moment. That speech also clearly showcased what conservatism offers—a break from the tyranny of Big Government and, with it, a recommitment to individual liberty.


    In the speech, Reagan articulated our political system’s unique relationship between the government and the people. “And this idea that government is beholden to the people, that it has no other source of power except the sovereign people, is still the newest and the most unique idea in all the long history of man’s relation to man.” That simple sentiment neatly sums up the essence of Goldwater’s campaign for the White House. In a larger sense, it also perfectly explains what our founders set out to achieve.


    Our founders successfully devised a system in which government would be beholden to the people, as Reagan said. But Washington, D.C.’s excessive spending inverts that relationship. Americans today are beholden to, and indebted to, a government that has grown in size and scope, and has become desensitized to the unhealthy relationship between bloated government and the individual.


    The challenge for conservatives today is to help make the government, once again, beholden to the people.


    I give my constituents tours of the Capitol as often as I am able and I share along the way the founders’ vision for the role of government. The Capitol tells that story in a powerful way no textbook quite can.


    Along the way during the tour, I highlight two foundational aspects of our system of governance that help ensure the federal government will remain beholden to the people and not the other way around. Our system of federalism empowers the states to hold the federal government in check and thus make it accountable and responsive to the people. Our system of separated powers, and, with it, the system of checks and balances, provides a built-in protection against would-be tyrannical forces within the government. Madison beautifully explained how federalism and separation of powers would complement one another and make government beholden to the people when he wrote in Federalist 51: “Hence a double security arises to the rights of the people. The different governments will control each other, and at the same time that each will be controlled by itself.”


    A favorite spot for me on the tour is the painting in the rotunda, Washington Resigning His Military Commission. John Trumbull, who painted this masterpiece, was in London when Washington offered his resignation to the Congress. Even across the ocean, Trumball marveled at the resignation, and remarked that Washington’s act simultaneously aroused curiosity and stirred admiration. Individuals, when granted power, so rarely willingly give it up, yet Washington provided a clear case study in good character. Trumbull like our founders, understood power-seeking to be a part of human nature—and something against which to guard.


    I share Trumbull’s admiration for Washington’s conduct and I make a point on the tours of explaining how this singular act symbolizes so many unique features of our government. First, we are reminded of the preeminent role of Congress because his resignation was to the Continental Congress. Second, Trumbull’s use of the empty chair with a cloak draped upon it in the painting is a symbol of a royal throne. Washington in his popularity at the time was regarded almost as royalty. Unlike a king, however, he was stepping down from power and walking away from it. Third, and finally, the painting is a reminder that we have civilian authority over the military—a fact often overlooked, but is vital for protecting individual liberty. Every aspect of Washington’s act reminds us that our government is intended to be beholden to the people.


    Ken Buck and I first met in 2010 when we ran or the U. S. Senate. As western conservatives, we shared similar values and messages. We both espoused limited government, reduced federal spending, and states’ rights. Since Ken arrived in Congress in January 2015, he and I have had many discussions about our responsibility to help restore the right relationship between the individual and the federal government. Our efforts to remind our colleagues of our Article I responsibilities have often fallen on deaf ears, but our resolve remains steadfast. Providing a deeper understanding of the founders’ thoughts is the first step in scaling back government. Ken and I view every tour of the Capitol as an opportunity to take in and share the founders’ wisdom on the proper scope of government.


    This book is an invitation for all Americans to join Ken on a tour, not only of the Capitol building, but also of our heritage of freedom. In the same way The Federalist Papers and other founding documents provide insight about the design for our government, the Capitol sheds light on each and every core principle of our government. A deep dive on the features of our liberty experience as Americans is exactly what our nation needs at this critical moment in our history – and it is exactly what Ken delivers here.


     


    Mike Lee


    United States Senator from Utah

  


  
    Introduction



    “I know of no way of judging the future but by the past.”1


    —Patrick Henry


    The bell sounded. It was time for members of the U.S. House of Representatives to cast our vote. Speaker Nancy Pelosi gave her far-left base the red meat they wanted. After months of playing games, the Democrats in the House were moving forward with impeaching President Donald Trump.


    Frustrated with the process in the House, I walked with a heavy heart to the most consequential vote of my five years in Congress. With little evidence and even less of a constitutional basis, the impeachment process represented a partisan attack, and set a dangerous opposition strategy for divided government in the future.


    On the quick walk from my office to the House floor to vote, I paused a moment in Statuary Hall, my favorite room in the Capitol building. The room once served as the meeting place for the U.S. House of Representatives, back when there were fewer representatives and each member’s desk could fit in the grand space. An early example of Greek revival architecture, Statuary Hall is encircled by thirty-eight marble columns. Statues of famous Americans span the perimeter.


    As a congressman, I enjoy taking guests on tours of the Capitol. On those tours, I spend most of the time in Statuary Hall because the room has so much to offer, from history to the constitutional lessons.
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    On this particular December evening, I approached the room with a different feeling. I stared for a few moments at the statue of Lady Liberty near the ceiling, her hand extended with a scroll. The thirteen-foot statute is perched directly above where the Speaker’s desk was previously located in the chamber. I often tell tour guests, “This is one of the most important statues we will see on the tour. She’s Liberty, and the scroll in her hand is the Constitution.” Ever since 1817, Lady Liberty has offered this remarkable document to members of the House as an eternal reminder of our responsibility to honor the Constitution in everything we do.


    Back in the day, it would have been impossible to look at the Speaker’s desk without taking in the full glory of Liberty and remembering the Constitution. But not anymore. So much has changed since the House relocated to the current chamber.


    Ever since I was first elected to Congress in 2014, I felt an undeniable connection to this particular statue. The first official event in Washington I attended after the election was a dinner in the Capitol for new members of Congress. One of the historians from the Library of Congress joined the dinner to explain the many features of the Capitol. Lady Liberty immediately captured my attention.
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    The librarian gestured at the magnificent statue. Lady Liberty stood high above us, looking across the room. The American eagle, a symbol of strength, flanks her on one side, wings flung open. On the other, a serpent snakes up a column, its jaws slightly parted, a manifestation of Sophia, the Greek goddess of wisdom. The librarian didn’t need to articulate the meaning of the Constitution in Lady Liberty’s outstretched right hand. And the symbolism is unmistakable—wisdom and liberty are intrinsically linked. More specifically, wisdom about our Constitution and the rule of law is the foundation for our liberty.


    After drawing everyone’s attention to Lady Liberty, the librarian pointed out plaques embedded in the floor where eight former presidents took a seat before or after serving in Congress. John Quincy Adams sat toward the front of the hall. Adams is the only American president to be elected by the House of Representatives because of a tie vote in the electoral college. And yes, that vote of the House occurred in what is now Statuary Hall.


    Adams is also the only person to ever win a seat in Congress after serving as president. In the House, we call that career move a promotion.


    I often wonder whether Congress should rename Statuary Hall after John Quincy Adams. So much of his life, and even his death, occurred in this hallowed hall. And he had a tremendous impact on America’s history. The son of our second president, John Adams, he was a thoughtful and committed leader in the fight to end slavery. In 1836, several members of Congress representing southern states passed a “gag rule,” mandating that the House of Representatives automatically table any petition to abolish slavery. Adams fought against that gag rule for a full eight years, before finally helping to repeal it.


    When I give tours, guests are always delighted to learn about the special architectural feature in the old House chamber that gave the wily Adams an advantage over his adversaries. The ceiling of the room is designed to resemble ancient Greek meeting places, and its curved shape allows a listener on one side of the room to eavesdrop on a conversation on the opposite side of the room. The architectural feature has such a profound effect that even a whisper can be heard across the room, at the spot where Adams sat. Adams used this feature to his advantage when the pro-slavery Democrats were scheming to silence his abolitionist efforts.


    Another famous member of the House had the same passion to abolish slavery. Abraham Lincoln sat at a desk in the back of the chamber from 1847 to 1849, as a congressman from Illinois before he became president. I am often overcome by the thoughts of how past members in this chamber, appropriately called the people’s chamber, have tenaciously fought political battles on some of the weightiest topics our nation has ever considered.


    Even with my busy travel schedule between Colorado and Washington, I make time to give tours as often as I can because the Capitol has a story to tell, and I want to give voice to that story. I always leave feeling inspired by our founders and our history, and ready to go back and fight the political and policy battles of the day. The Capitol building keeps me grounded in the Constitution and helps me remember our foundational principles.


    The Capitol building’s lessons are visible and accessible to anyone who will pay attention. However, members of Congress are often too distracted to pay heed to those lessons. I’m familiar with being distracted in the Capitol, and failing to grasp the deeper meaning of the beautiful symbols all around. Back in 1986, I worked as assistant minority counsel for Then Rep. Dick Cheney, before he became vice president. I helped the committee investigating the big political scandal of the day, the Iran-Contra affair, a secret arms deal that came to light during President Reagan’s second term. I used to walk through Statuary Hall all the time, but it was simply a room in the Capitol. While working in a cubicle in the windowless fourth floor of the Capitol Dome, I never took the time to learn, to understand, how this remarkable building is a monument to our unique political experiment and our pursuit as a nation to chart a new path with individual liberty as the primary objective.


    In addition to Lady Liberty, another statue stands high in Statuary Hall, with an equally important message. Clio, the Greek muse of history, holds a book in which to preserve the events unfolding in the House. She stands ready to record the actions that take place in this legislative body—a reminder to all of us that what Congress does, and how we vote, can have an impact not just today, but for generations to come.


    John Quincy Adams was so touched by Clio’s poignant reminders that he penned a short poem about the need for members of Congress to be mindful that her book records the actions of Congress. He concludes his poem with: “And let thy volume bear one blessed page / Of deeds devoted to their native land.” Performing deeds devoted to our native land. Shouldn’t that be the mission statement for every member of Congress?


    How many progressive members of Congress passing by Lady Liberty on that fateful night in December 2019, willfully ignored her plea to remember the Constitution? How many of my colleagues asked themselves what John Quincy Adams or Thomas Jefferson would have done in this situation? How many of the progressives who rushed to impeach the president even considered Clio, with her book of remembrance, and what kind of a precedent this unfounded vote would create in the history books?


    The impeachment vote illustrates precisely why the lessons of the Capitol are so badly needed today.
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    On two opposing walls of Statuary Hall, hang artistic copies of the Declaration of Independence. I have often wondered why this founding document is displayed on both sides of the House’s meeting spot. I like to think it is displayed on both sides of the aisle as a reminder that this document explains why it was “necessary,” in the words of Jefferson, to chart a new path, and to set out on this political experiment. And yet, on this night, my progressive colleagues were ignoring the clear meaning of this document, and were preparing to vote to overturn the will of the people, as expressed in the 2016 election.


    Over the past several years, I have made it a point to learn as much as I can about the Capitol, whether as tour guide or as a student. On more than one occasion, my friend and historian David Barton and his son Tim have taken me around the Capitol. I also toured and took notes with the U.S. House historian, the architect of the Capitol, and other professional and amateur historians.


    As I have learned along the way, many of my colleagues share my enchantment with this piece of history. I listened a number of times as Congressman Louie Gohmert gave his constituents from Texas a tour, or as Congressman Jody Hice from Georgia led a group of pastors through history. While I am a hands-on learner, I have also sought out books on the history of the Capitol. On my own time, I read material online. On airplanes, shuttling between Washington and Colorado, I took courses on my laptop on American and constitutional history. I quickly learned that much of the literature lacks historical and constitutional context, filling its pages with raw facts and figures about such minutiae as the weight of a statue, the amount of steel tonnage involved in the construction of an edifice, or the number of cracks needed to be repaired somewhere on the dome.


    As my piles of research about the Capitol grew, I decided, during my third term in office, it was time to write this book. I want every American to understand the meaning behind this magnificent building and its unique architectural features, paintings, inscriptions, and statues. Within these walls, too, are deeply moving stories about our origins as a nation—the American Revolution, concepts important to our founding fathers, their optimism about our country, and this bold experiment in which we are involved.


    The Capitol building serves as a monument to our national identity as a free people who charted a new system of self-governance. Even more than that, the building represents the foundational institutions that make America great: Our political institutions, such as our republican form of government, with its elaborate system of checks and balances. And that is strengthened by our social institutions, including the family, the church, and charitable organizations.


    To understand where we are, we need to understand where we come from.


    The new system of government our founders created after the Revolution was a departure from every prior political arrangement in human history. The intellectual foundation for this uniquely American experiment is rooted in the philosophies of brilliant Europeans of the previous centuries, including John Locke, David Hume, Montesquieu, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Voltaire. Whereas European intellectuals debated and discussed the ideas of private property and the moral relationship between the government and the individual, our founders gave life to those radical ideas.


    The Declaration of Independence, for one, is steeped in the language of liberty, and echoes the words of Locke. The men who created this new government intended to protect individuals from totalitarian rulers. Individuals did not exist to serve a king or government; instead, the government would serve and protect the individual’s interests. The founders understood our rights come from God, not from the government, and are thus “unalienable.” Borne out of philosophical debate and political struggle, the founders’ vision changed a centuries-old system in which a central authority in the form of a monarch, or emperor, granted the rights of the governed.


    The tension between centralized control over the people and individual freedom continues today in the halls of Congress. Every day, in floor debates and committee hearings, I hear progressives giving voice to the failed ideas of totalitarianism, ignoring the revolutionary principles woven into our founding documents.


    The truth is, liberals have all but abandoned our Constitution, and so-called conservatives largely ignore the Constitution everywhere but on the campaign trail. But the history of the Capitol doesn’t change; it continues to speak the same remarkable story of who we were, who we are, and what we ought to be. It is open for every citizen, every visitor, to ponder how America has lost its way, and even more importantly, how we can get back on track.


    “Progressive” is a euphemistic label distorting their true agenda. Our nation’s authentic progressives were the founders, who achieved progress by building on the intellectual foundation of the great philosophers. Today’s progressives are pushing retrograde and worn-out ideas in favor of more centralized control and less individual autonomy and freedom. Their ideological cousins are the monarchists, Marxists, and fascists. And their tactics are borrowed from those controlling political structures; they advocate for the collective—the group—over the rights of the individual, as a way to take control over our liberties, to circumvent the Constitution.


    As part of their agenda, the progressives of today are engaged in a frontal assault on private property rights. For Marxists and progressives, property poses a threat. Private property and private ownership of the modes of production create wealth, and with wealth creation comes income disparity. Marxists and progressives would prefer equal suffering to unequal wealth possession, even if the owner and worker maintain a higher standard of living as a result of the free-market system. The solution to income or wealth disparity, from the progressives’ point of view, is to abolish private property.


    When we speak of private property today, we often imagine something we can hold or purchase. In a word, we imagine stuff. But for the founders, property was more than physical items. As James Madison articulated, and as the progressives well understand, private property is much broader and expansive than simply our possessions. An individual’s right to private ownership includes the right to freedom of speech and freedom of religion.


    Private property can also be referred to as an individual’s private domain. His thoughts and opinions, his work product, and his writings require the same level of defense and protection from government usurpations as one’s private land.


    This is where the progressives clash with individual liberty. Each aspect of the private sphere threatens to undermine their agenda of complete control and their emphasis on the collective. An individual’s private possessions—which includes his family, his thoughts, his words, his religion, and the physical boundaries of his land—serves as a check on the encroaching federal government. Is it any wonder progressives have systematically attacked the private sphere?


    Private property and family life are two of the most important foundations in America, and not coincidentally, they are both intimately connected with individual liberty. Both the family and private property reinforce an individual’s existence separate from the government, and create barriers between the individual and the government. In undermining individual property rights in favor of abstractions such as a collective right to property, progressives have simultaneously undermined individual liberty and weakened all aspects of the individual’s rights.


    Touring the Capitol over a hundred times and contemplating my surroundings, three unique and fascinating features of our founding philosophy stand out for me. First, our nation is a republic, not a democracy, despite the contemporary confusion over what the terms mean and how they are used interchangeably. Many schools no longer require a pledge of allegiance to the flag, but if they honored the practice, it would be a pledge to our flag and the republic for which it stands. As for the definition of democracy, imagine rounding up people in a public square and asking them for an impromptu vote, whatever the prevailing sentiment. For the meaning of a republic, think about the idea of people electing representatives to make decisions.


    The story of our Republic is best described by Benjamin Franklin’s exit from the constitutional convention in 1787. Because the convention was held in secret, many citizens gathered outside Independence Hall to learn what type of government the founders crafted. Mrs. Powell asked Benjamin Franklin, as he was leaving the building, “Well, Doctor, what have we got—a monarchy or a republic?” Without hesitation, Benjamin Franklin replied, “A republic, if you can keep it.”


    Franklin’s warning is reflective of the founders’ broader recognition that republics require constant vigilance, while democracies, by contrast, inevitably die a predictable death. John Adams conveyed the futility of democracies in a letter to John Taylor. “Remember, democracy never lasts long. It soon wastes, exhausts, and murders itself. There never was a democracy yet that did not commit suicide,” he wrote.2


    Second, in addition to the republican nature of our government, our founders believed a key safeguard to hold the federal government in check within its constitutional scope is the system of separation of powers. Our founders understood pitting the political ambitions of leaders in three different branches of government against each other would protect individual rights. If any branch sought too much power, the other two branches could rein in the overzealous branch.


    And third, federalism is a vital feature of our system, a balance between states and the federal government, such that states retain power, with a limited national government, to protect individual liberty and private property rights. Just like the separation of powers, our federalist system is based on respect for our revolutionary form of government, and jealously guarded power among the states with a strong vision of checking a runaway central power. Our founders could never have envisioned what we see today—the federal government silencing state institutions by bribing them with dollars borrowed from China and multinational corporations.


    The founders correctly identified each of these three aspects of our system as essential to not just individual liberty, but the longevity of our nation. The genius of our founders is they created a tension between these features based on their understanding of human nature. If any of these balanced features shifted too much in one direction, it would create a weaker form of government.


    In the United States today, we find ourselves at a pivotal moment. Benjamin Franklin’s words, “if you can keep it,” remind us not only of the tenuous nature of this political project our founders established, but also the responsibility we each bear to preserve the institutions vital for our individual liberty. The path we choose will determine our nation’s future. The stark contrast is between individual liberty and government control of our lives, often in the name of benefitting the “collective”; it’s between preserving our republic, or going down the dangerous and short-lived path of democracy; and it’s between respecting the institutions that go hand-in-hand with liberty, like private property, or trampling those vital individual rights. Progressives seek to subordinate our individual rights and liberties for “collective” rights, or for the undefinable “benefit of society.”


    Another brilliant stroke of our founders is they predicted the nation’s future generations would encounter challenges the founders of our nation could not foresee. That’s why they crafted the Constitution in such a way to allow for changes through the amendment process. What we see today, especially from progressives, is an impatience to follow the processes for reform. Instead, they want to jettison many features that make our nation great and unique, such as the separation of powers.


    Our Constitution is our founders’ roadmap for us to chart our future as a free people living in a republic. The Capitol building is the perfect complement to our Constitution. If we just leaned in and paid attention, we would see the Capitol tells the story of our nation’s founding, and reminds us of all our cherished constitutionally protected rights and liberties. In my time in Congress, I have come to appreciate that a deep understanding of the Capitol building is as important to understanding our heritage of freedom as is a deep understanding of the Constitution. And it was that realization that sparked my desire to write this book.


    In the following pages, I describe our rich history of individual liberty through the lens of the Capitol, highlighting features such as its location, architecture, paintings, and compelling stories that have unfolded in this remarkable building. In examining our founding principles and the values uniting Americans, I delve into modern political discourse—what I have seen and heard during my time in Congress—and compare it to lessons I’ve experienced every day I have had the honor of serving the people of this great country.


    Lady Liberty, extending the Constitution in her hand, reminds all of us—everyday Americans, and lawmakers alike—our success as a nation is rooted in our past and in our founders’ brilliant understanding of human nature and the universal desire for freedom.

  


  
    CHAPTER 1



    American Exceptionalism



    “We are a nation that has a government—not the other way around. And this makes us special among the nations of the earth.”1


    —Ronald Reagan


    The echoes of the past, reverberating in Statuary Hall, often inspire a discussion among the tourists about our unique history. Whether it is the dark stain of slavery and how we fought among ourselves to right that moral catastrophe, or our focus on the western wilderness and manifest destiny, there is plenty of evidence of American exceptionalism in the Capitol. We just need to look.


    “Does anybody know why our capital is located in Washington, D.C.?”


    It’s a straightforward question, and one I invariably ask when I start my tours. The answer is also unknown to most of those who join me on this excursion into our storied past.


    In groups of fifteen to twenty people, silence tends to prevail. A middle school child, up to speed on her civic class reading, might note some obscure knowledge, including how the capital was once in New York.


    But why D.C.?


    Most people are flummoxed, and for good reason.


    The unlikely Washington backstory sets the stage for America’s unfolding story of exceptionalism.


    President George Washington took office in 1788, in New York City, the first capital city. By the time he was re-elected in 1792, the capital had already moved to Philadelphia. Congress subsequently approved the Residence Act, calling for the creation of a free-standing national capital, with the intent to move it from Philadelphia. It remained in Philadelphia for ten years, until growing controversy brought its location once again to congressional attention. President Washington, by the way, holds the distinction of being the only president to be sworn into office in two capital cities.


    The founders understood if this American experiment in self-governance was to succeed, it needed a place where representatives from every state could come together and speak for the people—not housed in a state or state capital, but in its own place. Finding the right location and the infrastructure for a capital city was a challenge the founders set out to address quickly.


    European countries established centers of power around pre-existing, well-established cities. London became the capital of England in the 12th century, mainly for its large population and established role as a trade hub. Paris existed long before France united as a country. It already possessed deep cultural and political roots.


    The founders sought instead to create a new system of government, and the notion of a capital city for the new nation housed in a state undermined the idea of preserving states’ voices. By way of contrast, they wanted to make it clear the creation of a capital city was to be a distinct nod to the invention of a government not by “accident” or “force,” but resulting from “reflection and choice,” as Alexander Hamilton aptly put it, in Federalist No. 1.2 The founders believed they could establish good government by the people and for the people—but only with purposeful planning and a fearless sense of self-awareness. Thus, they chose the location we now know as Washington, D.C., to be the site of the capital for this new experiment in freedom.


    The decision was a compromise, symbolic of the American political process. Despite their differences, the thirteen colonies gathered in the name of inalienable rights. Whether you hailed from a South Carolina farm or Massachusetts metropolis mattered little. What was important was this capital district belonged to no single faction, party, or state, but was stewarded by all.


    The location of the capital set the tone for the country’s direction. Consequently, statesmen with even the noblest intentions were eager to lure it their way. For example, Thomas Jefferson of Virginia, and those representing other southern states, wanted the capital district in a location more supportive of agriculture. Meanwhile, Hamilton, whose main priority was for the newly created federal government to assume the debts accumulated during the Revolutionary War, wanted the capital closer to the financial centers of the country, then in Philadelphia. Out of thirty-two other sites considered, the land between Virginia and Maryland on the Potomac River appeased both sides, in part because it represented a balance between north and south and slave and non-slave states. Notable as well, the fight over the placement of the capital turned into the first large-scale lobbying campaign our country knew.


    The decision to move the capital to Washington, D.C., showcased not only the importance of compromise in American politics, but also the importance of federalism. Federalism was the founders’ idea that our sovereign states would be united into one sovereign nation. A federal government would unify the states, but not subjugate them. Thus, it was no accident the nation’s capital was moved to a non-state. The Articles of Confederation, the first Constitution of the thirteen original states, badly needed reform, lacking a strong central government. Our United States Constitution attempted to address that problem, outlining how these states would work together but retain a level of self-governance.


    Establishing the capital within an existing state would have left the door open for political favoritism for that state, and for potential conflicts of interests between the state and federal governments. Another option, to give the capital its own statehood, led to the same dead end, raising the same issues. Thus, these men decided Washington, D.C., would be a federal district only, ensuring no one state would have more power or leverage in the federal government.


    How important was it to the founders? They even wrote the parameters of location into the new Constitution. James Madison outlined the reasoning behind this provision, in Federalist No. 43, calling the arrangement an “indispensable necessity.”


    “The indispensable necessity of complete authority at the seat of government carries its own evidence with it…. Without it, not only the public authority might be insulted and its proceedings interrupted with impunity; but a dependence of the members of the general government on the State comprehending the seat of the government, for protection in the exercise of their duty, might bring on the national councils an imputation of awe or influence, equally dishonorable to the government and dissatisfactory to the other members of the Confederacy.”3


    French architect Pierre Charles L’Enfant, a friend of George Washington, who served valiantly on the side of the rebellious colonials, was tapped to design the new capital. When he surveyed the land that would one day become the national capital, he recognized an opportunity. He strategized an effective yet symbolic city, drawn from a plan “wholly new.”4 Using the area’s natural topography, he designed the city with equality specifically in mind. The Capitol building, the house of the people, would sit at the center of the city and on the highest point, rather than the president’s residence, as would have been befitting in a European monarchy setting. The streets would be wide, organized, and with a nod to the states’ important role in the republic, the diagonal streets would be named after each state, such as we see today: Massachusetts, Vermont, New Hampshire, et al.
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    No doubt European powers laughed at the sight of freedom’s exceptional new home. The land ceded by Virginia and Maryland to host the nation’s political hub was swampy farm land. As strange as it may seem, this site said something profound about the new nation. Ours would be one purposefully shaped from wild land. It would not come easily, and would require ongoing effort to maintain.


    An Exceptional View of Government


    A pressing question on everyone’s mind at the time was, Could people really govern themselves? The founders set out with an ambitious goal—to create a relationship between the federal government and individuals, as never seen before. Under this new system, the government derived its authority from the consent of the governed, creating a built-in system of accountability and limited government.


    That extraordinary relationship between the government and individual is reflected in one of the most exceptional features of American government—our right to petition our government. And the city plan reflects that freedom we have as Americans. L’Enfant made sure to include an open mall area where any and all citizens could come together in front of their representative leadership to peacefully assemble and petition the government. The Mall, which today is taken for granted as part of the landscape in our nation’s capital—a place for picnics and the like—has served a functional and symbolic purpose in our history of freedom.


    The right to petition the government is protected in the First Amendment, although it is often overlooked because of the attention we give to the other enumerated freedoms, including the freedom of the press, freedom of speech, and freedom of religion. The founders were serious about creating an accessible and approachable government. Their experience with the unresponsive British crown fueled that concern. We can still hear the founders’ impatience with unresponsive government. Thomas Jefferson wrote, in the Declaration of Independence, about the Americans’ experience with the royal government. “In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms: Our repeated Petitions have been answered only by repeated injury. A Prince whose character is thus marked by every act which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people.”


    Edmund Burke, a member of the House of Commons of Great Britain during the Revolutionary War, commented on the intellectual advantage the Americans had in this debate with the British king about the oppressions they were facing. In a speech in 1775, Burke remarked, “For, in order to prove that the Americans have no right to their liberties, we are every day endeavoring to subvert the maxims which preserve the whole spirit of our own. To prove that the Americans ought not to be free, we are obliged to depreciate the value of freedom itself.”5


    The founders wanted to devise a new form of responsive and attentive government, and the Mall and accessible Capitol building were two parts of the plan. To this day, people still gather in that wide-open space, to learn, to explore, to fellowship, to challenge, and even to protest. The March for Life, and other important expressions of petitioning the government, take place on this honored strip of land.


    Perhaps less well known is the story of L’Enfant’s firing as city planner in 1792, a stark action showing precisely why the founders wanted a limited role for the government. But what exactly precipitated Washington’s decision to fire his old comrade? The story is an important part of our heritage as free people.


    In building the new city, L’Enfant encountered an obstacle for one of his new roads—the private home of Daniel Carroll, a prominent landowner in the area. Not to be deterred from his city designs, L’Enfant had the home demolished, paying little attention to Mr. Carroll’s property rights or the purpose for which the new federal government existed—namely, to protect individual liberty.


    President Washington was distressed to learn about the seizure and destruction of private property, and consulted with Thomas Jefferson, who in turn, consulted with James Madison about the issue. Jefferson drafted the letter for the president to send to L’Enfant, and President Washington also wrote a letter to Daniel Carroll to apologize for the city planner’s “zeal.”6


    Stop and think about the significance of that episode in history. The president of the United States consulted with other founders of our great nation to determine the correct course of action because one private citizen’s property rights were violated. Our founders knew this new system required the government to respect individuals’ rights. There simply was no way to overlook an instance of trampling basic property rights.


    An Exceptional Problem-Solving Ability


    Here’s an example of one of our nation’s defining features: The federal government didn’t seize land from Maryland and Virginia to create a capital city. The two states simply agreed to cede the land of their own volition.


    I like to point this out during my Capitol tours because it illustrates, in real terms, our ability to solve our problems without abandoning our identity of freedom or rejecting the Constitution.


    President Ronald Reagan, perhaps more than any other president, exemplified the attitude that our nation is exceptional and how we can tackle problems by remaining true to our constitutional principles. In the rotunda, the statue of Reagan—vibrant in bronze hues—is another favorite spot on the tour. President Reagan’s can-do attitude is still a source of inspiration for Americans.
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    On a recent tour, a man wandered from the group to stand next to the Reagan statue. While touching the base of the statue, he asked if it was true the base contains a portion of the Berlin Wall, a vestige of the Cold War that once divided East and West Germany, communism from capitalism. I assured him what he read is true; the base includes pieces of concrete from the Berlin Wall, where President Reagan gave his famous speech, with the freedom-reverberating line challenging the Soviet leader, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!”7


    Reagan’s optimism about America’s future is memorialized on the statue, emblazoned with the words of the 1992 speech he delivered at the Republican National Convention in Houston: “America’s best days are yet to come. Our proudest moments are yet to be. Our most glorious achievements are just ahead.”8 That optimism flowed from Reagan’s understanding that we have the tools we need to solve any challenge confronting our nation. Our Constitution, our spirit of innovation, and our commitment to individual liberty were the sources of his outlook on America’s future.
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