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  Description




  The Declaration of Independence proclaims that “all men are created equal” and “are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights.” For generations, those hallowed words inspired not only Americans, but millions around the globe. Yet today many Americans are skeptical or confused about the Declaration’s key claims. In this timely book, political scientist John G. West explores the original meaning of the Declaration and shows how its propositions drew support from both the Bible and early modern science. He then documents how science was later misused to overturn the Declaration’s teaching on equality, subvert its understanding of liberty, and justify the creation of a technocratic state that regulates us from cradle to grave. Finally, he reveals new scientific discoveries that are pointing us back to the truths expressed in the Declaration—and he explains why it is urgent that our culture recover them.
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  ADVANCE PRAISE




  John West has performed an important role for our 250th birthday as a country. He reminds us that the Founding Fathers meant that our rights come from our Creator. They understood the radicalism of rights coming from God and not secular authority. Our current crisis of culture and spirit will only be healed by the return to those Creator-endowed rights.




  —Newt Gingrich, Speaker, US House of Representatives (1995–1999)




  The Declaration of Independence has been obscured by two-and-a-half centuries of lies, confusion, and cultural decay. John West master­fully peels back the layers of debris to reveal the truth and beauty of America’s founding document to a new generation that desperately needs it. An essential primer on the greatest political document in human history—and the Darwinist worldview that tried to kill it.




  —Joel Berry, Managing Editor, The Babylon Bee; co-author of The Postmodern Pilgrim’s Progress




  What could be more important on our celebration of 250 years as a nation than to understand the basis of our divinely blessed founding? This book gets us back to bedrock.




  —Sam Brownback, former United States Senator and Governor of Kansas and former US Ambassador-at-Large for International ­Religious Freedom




  John West has written an important and wide-ranging book, examining America’s founding ideals and the gradual but consistent assault on them through the years. He urges a rededication to the principles enunciated in the Declaration of Independence and underscores our responsibility to pass down these ideas to future generations. His thoughtful work forces us to examine our founding principles from a variety of perspectives and issues, including religion, race, human rights, science, and governance. It couldn’t be timelier as we approach America’s 250th anniversary celebration.




  —David Limbaugh, New York Times bestselling author of Jesus on Trial, Crimes Against Liberty, and other books




  If you have waited for a book that offers a moral foundation combined with political responsibility compatible with modern science, wait no longer. John West has done it. This masterful work begins with the Declaration of Independence and traces the fundamental truths therein through the complete development of modern scientific culture, along the way settling Darwin in his proper niche and reviving the “consent of the governed” as the bedrock of good government.




  —William B. Allen, Emeritus Dean and Professor of Political Philosophy, Michigan State University; former Chairman, United States Commission on Civil Rights




  In Endowed by Our Creator, John West grasps and wields the redemptive key to prosperity: human creativity in the image of the Creator.




  —George Gilder, author of Life After Capitalism and Wealth and Poverty




  It is a strong claim to say that America was born in 1776. Why not 1620 with the Mayflower Compact, 1783 with the Treaty of Paris, or 1788 with the ratification of the Constitution? As John G. West eloquently explains, America is founded on a set of ideas, ideas ­articulated in the Declaration of Independence. Our nation’s commitment to these ideas has served us well, but this commitment has been undermined by problematic “scientific” claims (as opposed to true advances in the natural sciences). Dr. West helps us understand how and why this has happened, and he calls upon his fellow citizens to recommit ourselves to the Declaration’s principles.




  —Mark David Hall, Professor, Regent University; author of Did America Have a Christian Founding?




  Endowed by Our Creator is required reading for every adult citizen and resident of America. It is required reading for every student in our public, private, and home schools as well as colleges and universities. Dr. John West has done the Herculean task of elucidating the meaning and eternal importance of the foundational creed of the United States of America—the Declaration of Independence. And in doing so, West has elegantly and convincingly shown that America’s life or death is contingent on our embodiment or rejection of what Abraham Lincoln called “that immortal emblem of Humanity—the Declaration of American Independence.” Endowed by Our Creator is a call to remember the exceptional founding of our nation and take action to preserve it for the blessing of future Americans and the world.




  —Gerson Moreno-Riaño, President, Cornerstone University and Cornerstone Theological Seminary




  In Endowed by Our Creator, John West masterfully exposes how science, philosophy, theology, and political theory have been misused to portray the Declaration of Independence as antiquated and misleading. He demonstrates instead that these disciplines, rightly understood, strongly reinforce the Declaration’s original meaning and enduring intent. West’s argument decisively restores the Declaration to its proper place: a document—indeed, a creed—whose ideals outlast the flaws of its framers and that remains as sound, inspiring, and aspirational today as it was in 1776.




  —William A. Dembski, author of The Design Inference




  John West supplies a succinct analysis of the fundamental principles of the Declaration of Independence. He also shows how contemporary science may supplement and even fulfill those principles against clashing claims from social and natural scientists. Even skeptics may find inspiring the approach he recommends for understanding the 250-year-old document that even now at our best moments guides our national life.




  —Ken Masugi, Lecturer in Government, Advanced Academic Programs, Johns Hopkins University (2009–2025); co-editor of The American Founding: Essays on the Formation of the Constitution




  I am too theologically modest to declare how much of the Declaration of Independence should be attributed to divine Providence, but John West is right to direct our attention to the way in which our rights, duties, and free government itself were “endowed by our Creator,” and must draw their understanding from “the laws of Nature and of Nature’s God.” Further, he notes that the Declaration was the object of “veneration” in the deepest sense from the moment it appeared in 1776, which then gets us to the main point—why it still deserves our veneration today, on its 250th anniversary.




  —Steven F. Hayward, Visiting Professor, Pepperdine University School of Public Policy; author of The Age of Reagan: The Fall of the Old Liberal Order and The Age of Reagan: The Conservative Counterrevolution




  To Harry V. Jaffa (1918–2015)




  and Bruce K. Chapman, to whom I owe much.




  The light of the Declaration still burns because of such men.
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  Figure 1.1. The Declaration of Independence on display in 1943 at the base of the Jefferson Memorial.




  




  1. AMERICA’S CREED




  “AMERICA IS THE ONLY NATION IN THE WORLD THAT IS FOUNDED on a creed,” observed English writer G. K. Chesterton after visit­ing the United States in 1921.1 “That creed is set forth with dogmatic and even theological lucidity in the Declaration of Independence; perhaps the only piece of practical politics that is also theoretical politics and also great literature.”




  Many Americans are apt to miss the full significance of Chesterton’s observation. Throughout human history, nations have defined themselves primarily by ethnicity, geography, or religion. Although Americans do have some of those traditional ties, America has defined herself since July 4, 1776, largely by a commitment to a common set of ideas expressed by the Declaration of Independence.




  The Declaration encapsulates those ideas in ­fifty-­five words that have become some of the most famous in the English language: “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.”2




  Charles Carroll was the lone Catholic to sign the Declaration, and he was its last surviving signer. Reflecting on the document’s importance on its fiftieth anniversary in 1826, he recommended “to the present and future generations the principles of that important document, as the best earthly inheritance their ancestors could bequeath to them; and pray[ed] that the civil and religious liberties they have secured to my country may be perpetuated to remotest posterity, and extended to the whole family of man.”3




  Carroll held a glimpse of the future. From the founding of America onward, the Declaration’s propositions provided a justification for human rights, limited government, and equal treatment under the law to countless people around the globe. Those propositions also established a standard by which future Americans could judge the actions of themselves and their nation. As Abraham Lincoln pointed out, America’s Founders “did not mean to assert the obvious untruth, that all were then actually enjoying [the]… equality” proclaimed by the Declaration; instead:




  They meant simply to declare the right, so that the enforcement of it might follow as fast as circumstances should permit. They meant to set up a standard maxim for free society, which should be familiar to all, and revered by all; constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even though never perfectly attained, constantly approximated, and thereby constantly spreading and deepening its influence, and augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people of all colors everywhere.4




  The Declaration’s words indeed became “a standard maxim” that has been revered by Americans from all classes and walks of life. They inspired Lincoln and many others who fought for the abolition of slavery.5 They were invoked by civil rights protestors in the 1950s and ’60s in their efforts to secure equal rights for all.6




  Over the years, the Declaration has assumed a sacred status in America’s civic life. In other countries, people showed their patriotism by making pilgrimages to see the tombs of their leaders. In the Soviet Union and communist China, people went to pay their respects to the embalmed bodies of Lenin and Mao.7 In America, millions of citizens made a pilgrimage to view a piece of parchment.8




  Starting in the 1840s, the Declaration was put on nearly permanent public display, usually in the nation’s capital.9 In 1876, the Declaration returned temporarily to Independence Hall in Philadelphia during that city’s celebration of the nation’s centennial. On July 4, 1876, tens of thousands flocked to Independence Square next to Independence Hall for a mass celebration featuring a 250-­person orchestra and a choir of over a thousand voices.10 Dignitaries in attendance included the vice president of the United States, the emperor of Brazil, and Civil War general William T. Sherman, now the Commanding General of the United States Army.




  The highlight of the celebration was the display and public reading of the Declaration of Independence. The mayor of Philadelphia brought out the original Declaration and showed it to the crowd. According to a report the next day in The Philadelphia Inquirer, “As the vast multitude gazed upon the hallowed words, ten thousand throats joined in a shout of acclaim which made the welkin ring. Again and again the huzzas were repeated, each cheer being given with more and more enthusiasm.”11 The governor of Pennsylvania encouraged even more cheering, and “the tens of thousands in the Square united with the thousands on both platforms, and gave the venerated document a shout of welcome of such heartiness and power” that it was heard far along the street on the other side of Independence Hall.




  According to the Inquirer, “the Mayor several times attempted to withdraw the document proper from public gaze, but it was not until he had held it above the platform for almost ten minutes that he was permitted to lay it upon the table in front.” Then Richard Henry Lee of Virginia, a grandson of the signer of the Declaration of Independence of the same name, came forward and read from the original Declaration to more cheers and applause. After the reading, Susan B. Anthony and a group of suffragettes tried to upstage the festivities by delivering a copy of their own “Declaration of Rights of the Women of the United States” to US Senator Thomas Ferry in front of the crowd. He accepted it without a word.12




  The veneration of the Declaration did not cease after the nation’s centennial. By the 1920s and ’30s, millions of Americans were traveling to Washington, DC, to view the Declaration at the Library of Congress.13 During World War II, the Declaration was considered too priceless to remain in the nation’s capital and was moved along with other historic documents to Fort Knox in Kentucky to be kept safe.14 In 1943, the Declaration was temporarily released to be displayed under guard at the dedication of the new Jefferson Memorial. (You can see a rare photo of the display at the start of this chapter.)15 By late 1944, the Declaration had returned once again to the Library of Congress in Washington, DC.16




  Near the end of the 1940s, more than three million Americans flocked to see Jefferson’s rough draft of the Declaration put on display in the “Freedom Train,” a patriotic exhibit that traversed the country on rails from September 1947 to late January 1949.17




  In 1952, the official version of the Declaration was moved from the Library of Congress to be displayed with the Constitution and the Bill of Rights in the Rotunda of the National Archives, a soaring building that looks like a Greek Temple. The Declaration has been housed there ever since. Since the opening of that display, millions of Americans have viewed the now ­much-­faded document in person. My own first glimpse of the Declaration came during a visit to the Rotunda with my parents and sisters in a ­pre-­bicentennial trip in 1975. My most recent glimpse of the document came when my wife and I took our young adult children to see the Declaration in 2023.




  The Declaration has remained ingrained in the popular imagination thanks to America’s news media, its politicians, and its entertainers. Since 1776, the phrase “all men are created equal” has appeared in American newspapers more than 330,000 times.18 American presidents as varied in their politics as Calvin Coolidge19 and Barack Obama20 have extolled the Declaration.




  In Frank Capra’s iconic 1939 film Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, Senator Jefferson Smith (played by Jimmy Stewart) reads from the Declaration on the Senate floor.21 In 1942, Capra featured the Declaration in his ­Oscar-­winning documentary Prelude to War to explain why America should fight totalitarianism.22 In 1953, Walt Disney released a short animated film titled Ben and Me, the climax of which focused on the Declaration of Independence.23




  In 1966, entrepreneur Walter Knott opened a ­full-­scale replica of Independence Hall at his Knott’s Berry Farm theme park.24 The attraction included a patriotic audio show that dramatized the debates that produced the Declaration. It still runs.




  At the end of the 1960s, the Broadway musical 1776 set the story of the writing of the Declaration of Independence to song. Later, in 1972, it was produced as a feature film.25 In September 1985, nearly fifteen million American households watched the season opener of the television series Scarecrow and Mrs. King, which featured a plot by terrorists to steal the Declaration from the National Archives.26 Nearly two decades later, Disney produced the big-screen adventure National Treasure (2004), which told another story about a plot to steal the Declaration. It was among the ­top-­grossing films of the year.27




  Notwithstanding its continuing prominence in American culture, the Declaration has also provoked fierce opposition over the ­years—­so much so that if its signers came back from the dead for a visit today, they might find large parts of America’s governmental system unrecognizable.




  At the time it was written, the Declaration drew support for its ideas from the Bible, philosophy, and even natural science.28 But within a few decades, new ideas came to the forefront in America that led to a frontal assault on the Declaration’s vision of equality, liberty, unalienable rights, and limited government under God. As we shall see, much of this assault was waged in the name of “science,” especially Darwinian biology.




  According to many of the Declaration’s critics, science now proved unequivocally that humans were not equal. Nor were they created by God or endowed by Him with unalienable rights. Humans evolved through an unguided process, and any rights they possessed were said to have been invented by those who had sufficient power to enforce them. These rights lasted only so long as those in power were willing to grant them. Moreover, because humans were fundamentally unequal, the superior should not be required to gain the consent of the inferior. The masses should be ruled instead by elites who knew best, in the name of science.




  The steady drumbeat of criticisms against the truths expressed in the Declaration has taken its toll. As America celebrates the Declaration’s 250th anniversary, many Americans are ignorant of its meaning or ambivalent about its teachings. To be sure, according to a national survey commissioned for the writing of this book, eight in ten Americans still affirm the truth of the Declaration’s propositions about life, liberty, and equality;29 however, fewer than four in ten Americans accept the Declaration’s view of the source of our rights. Fewer still accept its understanding of the purposes and limits of government.




  Moreover, many among America’s ­elites—­on both left and ­right—­seem to have turned against the Declaration and the American Founding. According to ­left-­wing journalist Nikole ­Hannah-­Jones, the ideals of the Declaration were a “lie” because the Founders didn’t apply them to enslaved blacks.30 According to ­right-­wing political writer Curtis Yarvin (a ­self-­proclaimed “radical monarchist”31), the American Revolution is a story “in which evil triumphed over good”32 and the idea that humans are born or created equal has been soundly refuted by science. Indeed, “it’s hard to imagine a more thoroughly falsified scientific hypothesis.”33




  Yarvin is an unrepentant atheist, but some Christians harbor their own reservations about the Declaration. Catholic thinker Patrick ­Deneen writes dismissively of “calls to devotion to the abstractions of the Declaration and the Constitution,”34 arguing that both documents were informed by “Enlightenment and liberal philosophies that… posited the existence of radically autonomous human beings in the ‘state of nature.’”35 Evangelical Christian thinker Vishal Mangalwadi believes the Declaration embodied a “fundamental mistake” that led to the French Revolution’s “reign of terror.”36




  Despite the growing chorus of dissenters, I believe the Declaration’s principles remain acutely relevant for ­today—­if we are willing to heed them. But before we can follow the Declaration, we must first understand it. And to do that, we need to rescue the Declaration from the accumulated debris piled atop it by those who want to bury its truths.




  I invite you to join me on a journey in the pages that follow, through the past and present and into the future. We will investigate the original meaning of the Declaration of Independence and consider how its propositions drew support from both the Bible and the science of its day. We will uncover how Darwinism and similar ideologies were employed to undermine the Declaration in the name of science, overturning its teaching on equality, subverting its understanding of liberty, and justifying the creation of a technocratic state that regulates us from cradle to grave. Finally, we will look at how new discoveries in science are actually pointing us back to the hallowed truths expressed by the ­Declaration—­and why this matters.




  More than a decade after the Declaration, America’s Founders implemented their vision of good government by drafting the Constitution of 1787. Afterward, Elizabeth Powel of Philadelphia reportedly asked Benjamin Franklin what sort of government had been established. “A republic,” he replied, and famously added a warning: “if you can keep it.”37




  Two-and-a-half centuries after the Declaration, Franklin’s warning is perhaps more pertinent than ever. Many of us look at the current political and social landscape and we fear for the future of America. Our constitutional system is under stress. The ties of faith, family, and culture that used to bind us are fraying. So what can we do?




  When a wrong turn has been made, sometimes going back is the best way forward.




  If we want to restore America to health, we need to relearn the creed that helped make America great in the first place.




  GALLERY




  THE DECLARATION THROUGH HISTORY
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  Figure 1.2. The “Dunlap Broadside,” the first printed version of the Declaration of Independence, July 1776, printed by John Dunlap of Philadelphia.
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  Figure 1.3. Clockwise from the top: Public readings of the Declaration of Independence in Philadelphia, Boston, and New York in July 1776.
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  Figure 1.4. Top: Asher Durand’s engraving (1823) of John Trumbull’s iconic painting “The Declaration of Independence,” which depicts the presentation of the draft Declaration to the Continental Congress. Second row, left: One of the earliest known decorative reproductions of the original Declaration of Independence, 1818. Second row, right: Copperplate engraving of the original Declaration of Independence commissioned by John Quincy Adams, 1823.
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  Figure 1.5. Top: Reading of the Declaration of Independence at Independence Hall in Philadelphia on July 4, 1876, by Richard Henry Lee, grandson of signer of the Declaration of same name. Bottom: Chamber in Independence Hall where the Declaration was adopted by the Continental Congress, as it appeared in 1876. The original Declaration was put on display in this room in a special safe from early 1876 to early 1877.
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  Figure 1.6. Librarian of Congress Herbert Putnam installing the Declaration of Independence in its new display case at the Library of Congress, February 1924.
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  Figure 1.7. President and Mrs. Coolidge at the dedication of the public display of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution in the Great Hall of the Library of Congress, February 28, 1924.




  [image: fig1-08]




  Figure 1.8. ­Publicity materials from Frank Capra’s Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1939). In the film, Senator Jeff Smith (played by James Stewart) visits the Declaration at the Library of Congress and later reads from the Declaration during his filibuster on the Senate floor.
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  Figure 1.9. The Declaration of Independence featured in World War II poster to sell war bonds, 1940s.
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  Figure 1.10. During 1947-49, many Americans were able to see Thomas Jefferson’s draft of the Declaration on display in the Freedom Train that traversed the country.
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  Figure 1.11. Transfer of the Declaration of Independence and other “Charters of Freedom” from the Library of Congress to the National Archives, and installation of the Declaration in its new exhibit case, December 1952.
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  Figure 1.12. Top: President Truman participates in the unveiling of the new Charters of Freedom exhibit at the National Archives, featuring the Declaration, the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights, December 1952. Bottom: Congressman (later President) Gerald Ford shows constituents the Declaration of Independence at the National Archives in July 1955.
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  Figure 1.13. Full-scale reproduction of Independence Hall built by entrepreneur Walter Knott for Knott’s Berry Farm in California. Opened on July 4, 1966, it features a special audio-visual presentation in the recreated chamber where the Declaration was drafted.
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  Figure 1.14. Poster and publicity photo for National Treasure (2004), which features a plot to steal the original Declaration of Independence.
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  Figure 2.1. Draft of the Declaration of Independence in the hand of ­Thomas Jefferson.




  




  2. WE HOLD THESE TRUTHS




  WHEN I WAS IN SIXTH GRADE, THE PRINCIPAL CAME TO OUR CLASS one day to talk about a boy who was a member of the class. This boy had a hard time getting along with others, and he had difficulty controlling his outbursts. The principal said that we are told that all people are created equal, but they aren’t. Some, like this boy, were broken.




  I think the principal was trying to be compassionate in telling us this. He wanted to encourage us to treat our classmate with kindness and understanding.




  But in retrospect, I think his comments were demeaning. And they betrayed a significant misunderstanding of what America’s Founders meant by their statement “all men are created equal.”




  For over a decade, I taught the Declaration of Independence to college undergraduates in my ­freshman-­level American government class. During that time, I was struck by two things: first, how earnest my students were in wanting to believe in the ideals of the Declaration; second, how many of them really didn’t understand the truths proclaimed there.




  The purpose of this chapter is to unpack the real meaning of the Declaration’s exalted phrases and to trace their roots in both the biblical tradition and the natural philosophy (i.e., the science) of the Founding era.




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




  Before we get to the most famous passage in the Declaration, there is a phrase in the document’s first sentence worth pausing over. Most people probably pass over it without thinking much about it. The phrase is “the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God.”




  This phrase is important because it provides crucial background for understanding the rest of the Declaration. The words echo ­British Enlightenment thinker John Locke (1632–1704), who used the phrase “the laws of God and nature” in his Two Treatises of Government.1 Locke in turn was drawing on a larger intellectual tradition. Anglican theologian Richard Hooker (1554–1600) previously employed the phrase “the law of God, and the law of nature” in his treatise Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity.2 Hooker in turn was quoting from the great medieval Catholic theologian Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274).3 For his part, Jefferson made clear that the Declaration reflected ideas not only from Locke but from Aristotle, Cicero, Algernon Sidney, and others.4 “The object of the Declaration,” he wrote, was “not to find out new principles, or new arguments, never before thought of… but to place before mankind the common sense of the subject.”




  The “Laws of Nature” are those truths about reality that all ­well-­formed human beings have access to through observation, reason, and conscience. The Founders weren’t primarily referring here to the laws of physical nature (for example, the law of gravity). Instead, they had in mind the laws of human nature, especially the laws of morality.




  The second half of the ­phrase—­the “Laws… of Nature’s God”—­points to the Founders’ conviction that the laws of human nature ultimately derive their authority from God himself. It also hints that humans have access to these laws not just through reason and conscience, but also through God’s special revelation to ­us—­the Bible.




  In the words of Founding Father James Wilson, God’s law for human beings “is communicated to us by reason and conscience, the divine monitors within us, and by the sacred oracles [i.e., the books of the Bible], the divine monitors without us.”5 A signer of both the Declaration and the Constitution, Wilson later became a Justice of the Supreme Court and was perhaps the most gifted legal theorist among the Founders. His inaugural law lecture at the College of Philadelphia was attended by luminaries such as George Washington, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson.




  The idea that reason and revelation point to the same fundamental truths about humanity was widely shared among the Founding generation. In fact, it so permeated the Founding era that the modern reader may miss it because authors of the period more often assumed this proposition than demonstrated it. When citing authority for fundamental propositions, writers of the era appealed to both reason and revelation as a matter of course. George Washington appealed to “Reason, Religion, and Philosophy,”6 “religion, decency, and order,”7 and “Prudence, Policy, and a true Christian Spirit.”8 John Adams appealed to “revelation, and… reason too,”9 “the bible and common sense,”10 “human nature and the christian religion,”11 and “God and Nature.”12 John Jay cited “experience and revelation.”13 James Madison invoked “reason and the principles of the Xn [i.e., Christian] religion.”14 Alexander Hamilton noted that the moral doctrines of the infamous materialist philosopher Thomas Hobbes were “absurd” [i.e., against reason] as well as “impious” [i.e., against revelation].15 Even deist and rationalist Thomas Jefferson saw fit to appeal to the “obligation of the moral precepts of Jesus”16 as coincident with the morality of conscience and reason.




  This view that reason and conscience as well as the Bible point in the same direction was not the invention of a secular age of “Enlightenment.” It had deep roots in both the Bible and Christian theology.




  In Romans 2:14–15, the Apostle Paul wrote about how the Gentiles were accountable to the moral law even though they did not have the law of Moses, because the dictates of the moral law were “written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse them.”17




  Subsequent Christian thinkers embraced the same view. Augustine (354–430) wrote that “the hand of our Maker in our very hearts has written this truth: That thing which you would not do to yourself, do not do to another. No one was ignorant of this truth even before the Law of Moses was given, so that there might be some rule by which even those without the Law might be judged.”18 Thomas Aquinas invoked Romans 2:14–15 to argue that humans have access to the principles of morality through “the natural law” as well as the Bible.19 Martin Luther likewise cited Romans 2 to argue that the moral law given by Moses in the Ten Commandments is implanted in human beings “by nature”: “For what God has given the Jews from heaven, he has also written in the hearts of all men.”20 John Calvin agreed, writing that “the law of God which we call moral, is nothing else than the testimony of natural law, and of that conscience which God has engraven on the minds of men.”21 In the twentieth century, C. S. Lewis made a similar argument in his books Mere Christianity and The Abolition of Man.22




  This idea that reason, conscience, and revelation converge on the same truths undergirds many of the key teachings in the Declaration of Independence, including the very next phrase we will unpack.




  “We Hold These Truths to Be ­Self-­Evident”




  The Declaration claims that it will enumerate certain truths that are “­self-­evident.” Unfortunately, that very claim has been anything but ­self-­evident to many people, and there have been continuing debates over whether the truths announced in the Declaration are truly “­self-­evident.”




  In its technical sense, a ­self-­evident truth is a foundational proposition that you grasp as true once you understand it. For example, if you understand what a “whole” is and what a “part” is, you should grasp immediately that the whole is greater than one of its parts. Or if you understand that a = b and b = c, you should know instantly that a = c. Founder James Wilson pointed out that all disciplines have their own first principles, even moral reasoning.23 ­Self-­evident truths provide the foundation for all additional reasoning in a discipline. “In disquisitions of every kind there are certain primary truths, or first principles, upon which all subsequent reasonings must depend,” wrote Alexander Hamilton.24 If nothing is ­self-­evident, there is nothing to reason about.




  According to this strict definition, it’s pretty clear that at least some of the things the Declaration names as ­self-­evident truths aren’t. They aren’t ­self-­contained propositions that you simply grasp as true once you understand them. They depend on other arguments and evidence to make clear their truth.




  But the term “­self-­evident” is also used in a ­non-­technical sense to refer to statements that are plainly true to most people, even if they aren’t “­self-­evident” in the technical sense.25 That seems to be how the term is being employed here.




  Some note in addition that the Declaration doesn’t actually claim that the truths it is proclaiming are ­self-­evident.26 What it says is “We hold these truths to be ­self-­evident.” Just like mathematics or morality, a political system requires a set of first principles to build upon. The Declaration seems to be arguing that there are certain crucial truths that Americans should treat as first principles in order to build their political system.




  Seen in this light, whether those first principles are actually ­self-­evident in a technical sense is not key. What is important is that those principles are true and provide the foundation for our political system.




  Some Christians don’t like the Declaration’s claim of “­self-­evident truths.” They point out that in Thomas Jefferson’s original draft, the Declaration stated, “We hold these truths to be sacred and undeniable,” not “­self-­evident.” A couple of years ago, I spoke at a conference where Christian thinker Vishal Mangalwadi argued that Jefferson’s original language correctly founded our government on the truths of “sacred scripture,” rather than the “­self-­evident” truths of secular reason.27 Mangalwadi then insisted that deist Benjamin Franklin “pushed the Founders to change the terminology, and this was not a semantic change.” He “put pressure to drop the idea that, ‘We hold these truths to be sacred, derived from sacred scriptures,’ and say, ‘We hold these truths to be ­self-­evident, meaning derived from common sense.’”




  Some secularists agree with this account of what happened, but they think it was a good thing. Atheist scientist Massimo Pigliucci lauds Franklin for transforming the Declaration from a religious document to a secular one: “With a few strokes of his pen, he transformed Jefferson’s religious appeal into a statement of rational ­self-­evidence—­a change that would echo through centuries of American thought and governance.”28




  In Mangalwadi’s view, the Declaration’s change of wording “was the fundamental mistake” of the American Founding, a mistake that unleashed the horrors of the French Revolution. “If [the] French Revolution, which was fighting for equality, liberty, fraternity, became a reign of terror, the guilt is on [the] American Revolution,” he asserted.29 The Declaration of Independence “misled the French revolutionaries” into thinking they could have “equality, liberty, fraternity without revelation.”




  However, this account of the addition of “­self-­evident” to the Declaration is misguided, for several reasons.




  First, we don’t actually know who changed the Declaration’s phrasing from “sacred and undeniable” to “­self-­evident.” Journalist Walter Isaacson popularized the claim that it was Franklin simply by asserting it,30 but scholars are divided on the question.31 Some think Jefferson himself made the change. The reality is we don’t have sufficient information to decide the question. Neither Jefferson nor Franklin nor anyone else involved in the drafting of the Declaration claimed credit for this particular change of phrasing. We do have ­Jefferson’s rough draft of the Declaration where “sacred and undeniable” is crossed out and replaced with “­self-­evident,” but there is no agreement on whose handwriting made the change. Princeton historian Julian Boyd, editor of The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, thought it was Jefferson’s, not Franklin’s.32
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