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Additional Praise for THE AMERICAN EXPERIMENT



“In this fascinating compilation of interviews with historians, musicians, athletes, journalists, and other notables of our times, David Rubenstein paints what he calls the genetic picture of this country, and why it has succeeded—so far.”

—Nina Totenberg, Legal Affairs Correspondent, NPR

“David Rubenstein is a deeply committed citizen and patriot, and a keen observer of human nature with a passion for history. As fellow citizen experimenters, he is suggesting we all engage in thinking about the past and present in order to forge a future that fulfills the promise of America.”

—Yo-Yo Ma, Cellist

“In this timely and important book David Rubenstein explores the lessons of the past that will help us through this historically challenging time. It is just the right book at exactly the right time.”

—Tom Brokaw, author of The Greatest Generation

“David Rubenstein’s insatiable curiosity and intellect bring out the best from those with whom he is in conversation, evoking rich interactions and making history entertaining. The American Experiment, captures the essence of the American leader and the pivotal moments in our country’s history.”

—Deborah F. Rutter, President, John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts

“An extraordinary opportunity to marvel at the United States—and to understand her principles so that we might advance them in service to the republic.”

—Lawrence Bacow, President, Harvard University

“In this brilliant book, we hear from the best minds in the country about the unfinished voyage of American life. A must-read to understand our unique nation, its extraordinary legacy, and our collective future!”

—Admiral James Stavridis, 16th Supreme Allied Commander at NATO and author of Sailing True North: Ten Admirals and the Voyage of Character

“David Rubenstein has a unique ability to ask the right penetrating questions that illicit illuminating answers from fascinating people who paint a complete and detailed picture of the American experiment from all sides. As the country’s pre-eminent patriotic philanthropist, David is now doing even more to preserve American history with this important project.”

—Bret Baier, Chief Political Anchor, Fox News & New York Times bestselling author
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To the public servants who protect our democracy






“We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.”

—Preamble to the United States Constitution, 1787








Introduction

The story is too wonderful not to be apocryphal: as Benjamin Franklin is leaving Independence Hall in Philadelphia at the conclusion of the Constitutional Convention, he is supposedly met by a woman—reputed to be Elizabeth Willing Powel, a prominent Philadelphia socialite—who asks him what type of government the delegates have given the country, a republic or a monarchy. Franklin’s simple response: “A republic, if you can keep it.”

For the ensuing 230-plus years, the American people, through extraordinary and at times existential challenges, have kept the republic. Creating such a form of government from scratch was an unprecedented, bold experiment in self-government—the American Experiment.

Without doubt, all fifty-five delegates to the Constitutional Convention would be shocked that the compromises they cobbled together from May to September of 1787 (even with some subsequent twenty-seven constitutional amendments) have survived this long.

How did this experiment endure over centuries against all odds? Beyond the constitutional amendments, what legal, social, economic, political, and religious factors came together to ensure the republic’s survival? In my view, the republic persisted and grew into the most powerful nation on earth as a result of a unique combination of factors that came together in a serendipitous way.

I analogize this to our planet: had the mass that became Earth been much closer to or farther away from the sun, life as we know it almost certainly would not have evolved. That advanced forms of life occurred here required an unbelievable set of factors to coalesce in a unique way.

Similarly, had some of the factors that combined to create the United States not been present to the right degree at the right time, the country as we know it would not have been formed, survived, or evolved to its current state.

These factors—our genes—created a country unlike any other. There are many who believe that this unique set of genes has created the world’s best country, and that there is therefore a corresponding obligation to spread those genes around the world. Whether or not one holds that view, there is no doubt that America’s genes, as they developed, matured, interacted, and coalesced, sustained the experiment that the Constitution’s framers created.

But that experiment was not and is not without its challenges. The Civil War was the most existential challenge to the republic’s future. Because of their commitment to slavery, the Confederate states seceded from the United States, precipitating a four-year war in which about 2.5 percent of the American population died in combat or from its after-effects. And even after the Union won and slavery was ended, life for freed slaves and their descendants produced at least another century of second- if not third-class citizenship.

Though perhaps less existential, other significant challenges have shaped the country’s forward path: Reconstruction and its Jim Crow aftermath, women’s suffrage, the Great Depression, World War II, the civil rights movement, the Vietnam War, Watergate, the 9/11 attacks, the Iraq war, the fight for women’s equality beyond the vote, the struggle for gay rights, and the Black Lives Matter movement, among other major social, political, and economic challenges.

The American Experiment is clearly still ongoing. That was evident from two new challenges to this experiment in 2020—challenges that could not have been anticipated even a year earlier. The first was the COVID-19 pandemic, which had killed more than 600,000 Americans as of June 2021. The pandemic changed the way the country lived, worked, learned, and survived to a greater extent than any other single occurrence in American history since World War II.

COVID forced Americans to adapt to a remote work life, to worry constantly about their health and mortality, to develop a vaccine in record time, and to vaccinate a record number of Americans—all while dealing with the effects of a recession and enormous loss of jobs, productivity, and, of course, human lives.

All of those COVID consequences tested the country’s resolve and resilience. Of course, COVID-19 was not a uniquely American phenomenon. But it affected the United States in a unique way. The U.S. president, Donald J. Trump, openly defied the scientific and health-care communities, and both minimized and politicized COVID’s impact. And, perhaps as a consequence, the country suffered disproportionately—with 4 percent of the world’s population, the U.S. had incurred 16 percent of the world’s COVID deaths as of June 2021.

The second major challenge the U.S. faced in 2020–21 was the reaction by President Trump to his election loss to former vice president Joseph R. Biden Jr. The result was a two-and-a-half-month stress test of democracy—really unlike anything the country had experienced since the outbreak of the Civil War.

From the day after the election until the day(s)—January 6–7, 2021—that Congress finally certified the Electoral College victory of Joe Biden and Kamala Harris, President Trump and a large number of his allies worked hard to convince his supporters that the election was fraudulently stolen from him. Whether President Trump really believed the election was “stolen” (there being no real documented evidence of systemic election fraud), it is clear that a great many of his supporters did hold that belief—perhaps fueled by the president’s daily statements to this effect. A May 2021 poll showed that more than 60 percent of Republican voters believed the election was “stolen” from President Trump.

After the election, President Trump and his supporters filed sixty-five lawsuits to overturn part or all of the election process. But essentially all of these suits were dismissed for lack of proof or standing.

The courts’ consistent refusal to accept the meritless election fraud claims from President Trump and his advocates demonstrated the strength and independence of the judiciary—at all levels. (The Supreme Court rejected the claims that reached it, without any comment on the merits.)

The election administrators responsible for counting the votes in each state also demonstrated a commitment to a nonpartisan, democratic-values-must-prevail approach. Even the Republican administrators, often at great personal and political risk, consistently refused to succumb to entreaties from President Trump to overturn their states’ results.

The country’s political leaders were more of a mixed bag. It is not surprising that Democrats refused to accept the claim of election fraud. What is surprising is that so many Republican officials were willing to accept the fraud charges when there was no visible evidence at all for such claims. (None who supported those claims apparently felt that their own elections, held at the same time, were invalidated by any fraud.)

In the House of Representatives, 139 Republicans were willing to lend their support to an effort to overturn the Electoral College vote; and there were eight senators who supported that effort (led initially by Senator Josh Hawley, who was then joined by Senator Ted Cruz, both highly educated and trained lawyers). But before the vote could occur in either house, hundreds of protesters—“insurrectionists” who were Donald Trump supporters—overcame the small Capitol Police contingent and invaded the Capitol—the first such unfriendly invasion since the British burned it in 1814. Five individuals died as a result of the invasion, and many more were injured. Subsequently, hundreds of these insurrectionists were charged with various crimes.

The invasion shocked the members of Congress, who could have been injured, if not killed—but they were able to escape (in many cases just barely) to secure locations. The invasion also shocked the whole country, and indeed the rest of the world, a global television audience watching disbelievingly in real time. This was the kind of invasion one might heretofore expect in a volatile third-world country but not in the mighty United States, the symbol of Western democracy.

But it did occur in the U.S., and no doubt left an unforgettable, jaw-dropping impression on all who saw or heard about it. Just as Americans remember precisely where they were when President Kennedy was assassinated or when the events of 9/11 occurred, they will forever remember where they were on January 6.

Had Congress not been invaded by protesters, the effort to overturn the Electoral College vote would still almost certainly have failed, though the debate would have taken longer. But the incursion made the members rush to vote on the certification that night (and into the early hours of the next morning), and they returned to the House and Senate together to do so. And in doing so, the Congress showed that the democracy and the country’s core values—its genes—prevailed, but with a scar that damaged America’s self-image and the image of the country abroad.

But could the result have been different? Suppose Vice President Mike Pence had followed President Trump’s strong request that Pence not certify the results. Suppose, as a consequence, the election was determined by a vote by state delegations in the House of Representatives, where the Republicans had a majority of state delegations. Or suppose the military had decided to support President Trump’s claims, following a declaration of military law. Fortunately, none of those unprecedented possibilities occurred—this time.

Who deserves the real credit for ensuring that the 2020 presidential election process—and America’s genes—worked in the end? Foremost in my view is the judiciary: the federal and state judiciary, which made clear that the election fraud claims were in essence the only fraud involved in those cases. And they did so promptly, clearly, and decisively. Had they acted otherwise, there would no doubt have been more fuel in the arsenal of those seeking to overturn the election’s rightful winner. While the legal decisions did not by themselves end the efforts of those seeking to overturn the election, they thwarted the momentum of those efforts, leaving only a limited number of political allies and mob violence to try to destroy the democratic outcome.

In the end, U.S. genes relating to democracy and the rule of law proved too strong to overcome, thankfully. But the country did receive an unwanted wake-up call. A large number of Americans recognized that the country’s historic core values are simply not shared by all Americans, or at least not to the extent presupposed. And thus many Americans recognized that more work must be done to heal the divisions in the country, if we are to ensure that our effort to build a “more perfect union” can once again be a beacon for democracies around the world.

Despite the challenges from the pandemic and the contested election, the country survived, though not without real adverse impact on our healthcare, economic, and political-legal systems: more than 600 thousand Americans lost their lives in less than eighteen months, a recession took hold, unemployment increased significantly, the Capitol was invaded, the president was impeached, and America emerged with less confidence in its government.

But in the end, science was heeded, the pandemic receded (due in part to vaccines and the coordinated vaccination program immediately put in place by President Biden), the economy recovered, the rule of law prevailed, and American democracy proceeded, though not without difficulty and angst. That said, while our nation’s economy, health-care system, and democracy endured, the impact of these events is likely to be felt for decades, if not longer.

This survival occurred, in my view, because America’s genes ultimately came together and enabled the country to overcome these existential challenges.

But what about the next time a similar crisis occurs? Will the experiment in democracy be able to withstand challenges—internal or from abroad?

It is to be hoped that the answer is yes, for America’s genes are too strong, too embedded, too resilient. But we cannot relax, or let down our guard. And we cannot allow our genes to wither by a lack of knowledge about them, or a failure to appreciate what they have represented for the country and will likely represent in the future.

What are these genes that I am talking about?

Like the human body, America has an extraordinary number of genes—qualities that bring us together and have made the whole American Experiment work. In this book, though, I want to focus on just those genes I consider the most essential—the ones that truly have been indispensable to our coalescing to produce and sustain America.

America’s Thirteen Key Genes


	
Democracy. The Constitution’s drafters provided the country with a republic, or a form of representative democracy. The idea that a democratic government is the most desirable form seems ingrained in the American psyche and soul. The Founding Fathers abhorred a dynastic form of government. They wanted no King George or equivalent.
That said, they lacked complete trust in their fellow citizens, thinking they might not be fully qualified or informed to vote directly for a president (thus they gave us the Electoral College) or for senators (the state legislatures had that power until the Seventeenth Amendment granted it to the citizens). While the key to a representative democracy is majority rule, and that still does not fully exist in this country (consider the Electoral College or the Senate’s filibuster rules), the concept is built into America that democracy—the majority rules—is a preferred form of government.



	
Voting. Democracy is meaningful only if citizens have the right to vote and if that vote can have an impact. The United States has clearly struggled with this issue throughout its history—not allowing African Americans to vote (by law before the Fifteenth Amendment and by practice through the ensuing Jim Crow period), nor permitting women to vote (until the Nineteenth Amendment). Even today, efforts are regularly made in some jurisdictions to suppress minority voter turnout, by making voting a complicated, time-consuming, and somewhat arduous and painful process, thereby discouraging some citizens from voting. Those efforts accelerated in many states following the 2020 election, initially most visibly in Georgia and Florida.
The right to vote has been hotly contested over the centuries, and even now, precisely because most Americans believe that voting can change governments (and their lives). A large percentage of Americans regard the right to vote as sacred and will travel long distances and wait for hours to vote, if necessary. That was evident in the 2020 presidential election, some voters in certain states waited a dozen hours or more in line to exercise their right to vote.

To be sure, Americans who are of voting age historically vote in smaller percentages than citizens in other Western democracies. Turnout of voting-age Americans for the 2020 U.S. presidential election did rise to 62 percent; the previous five presidential elections saw only about 55 percent. In other Western democracies, such as Denmark and Sweden, turnout has averaged over 80 percent historically. And, of course, voter turnout in nonpresidential elections in the U.S. is often dramatically lower.

There is no compelling or acceptable explanation for the lower voting patterns in the U.S., other than perhaps an assumption by many nonvoters that their fellow citizens will vote in ways that produce sufficiently acceptable results, obviating the need to vote oneself. Of course, there are always some citizens who feel their vote will not make a difference—i.e., a Democratic voter in a heavily Republican state or a Republican voter in a heavily Democratic state.

But the seemingly low turnout should not be seen as evidence that Americans generally feel voting is an unimportant feature of the country’s values.



	
Equality. The Founding Fathers certainly recognized the hypocrisy of talking about the virtues of equality when the country had nearly a half million slaves with no prospect of their ever achieving equality. But those at the Constitutional Convention decided that the political exigencies of getting a constitution in place required allowing the southern states, at a minimum, to maintain slavery. And the idea that women should be guaranteed any rights at all was not even discussed. Protections for other disenfranchised groups or minorities were also not on the Founding Fathers’ agenda, the soaring language of the Declaration of Independence notwithstanding.
While the U.S. still struggles with the concept of achieving equality for all citizens, and true equality is still not a near-term reality, there is a general view within the country today that equality of opportunity and rights, for all citizens, is an important part of what America is supposed to be all about. There will still be challenges to reaching this goal for all Americans (and I doubt we will really get there in my lifetime).

That said, recent decades in the U.S. have seen widespread efforts to facilitate opportunities for those segments of society not truly treated as equal in the past—including gays, individuals with physical and mental disabilities, religious and ethnic minorities, immigrants, and former felony convicts, among other groups. The goal of producing greater equality has not been without controversy, but generally there has been a view recently that the concept of equal rights and opportunities cannot be overlooked in the future if the words of the Declaration of Independence are to have real meaning.



	
Freedom of Speech. There are many freedoms that seem essential to Americans, but perhaps none is more fundamental than the freedom of speech. It is not a surprise, therefore, that it is included in the First Amendment to the Constitution.
There have been long and heated struggles about what can in fact be said or published within the Constitution’s meaning. But the courts in this country have generally given a wide swath to the First Amendment and have typically prohibited only speech that might clearly endanger the country’s security, or the safety of individuals or the public.

It should be noted that an important element of this freedom is the right—if not obligation—of citizens to participate in their governmental process by questioning government and inquiring about its actions.



	
Freedom of Religion. Also in the First Amendment is the freedom of religion. Those early settlers who arrived from Europe were often seeking religious freedom, and the concern that a government might restrict or favor a certain type of religion has been a worry of Americans throughout our history.
The country has endured religious discrimination throughout large parts of its history, and those issues still exist in some areas. But there is no doubt that under the laws in this country, and with the overwhelming support of the American people, the free exercise of one’s religion (or nonreligion) is an essential American gene, one repeatedly upheld by the courts.



	
The Rule of Law. There are few countries that place such a high value on the rule of law, as opposed to political whim or bias, as does the United States. Where else do federal officeholders swear an allegiance to a 230-year-old Constitution? Where else are the rulings of the highest court in the land widely accepted as the law, even when a decision is five-to-four?
What accounts for this reverence for the law and the general obedience to it? There are no doubt many answers, but my view is that the courts—especially the federal courts—are seen as honest and populated by talented individuals, focused on fairness and obedience to the law.

While legislative leaders, in federal or state governments, are clearly not held in the same high regard, the American system of government places high value on the binding outcome of the legislative process. The absence of the rule of law in many other countries has solidified the view that, while the courts and legislatures in the U.S. are far from perfect in their decision-making, the stability brought about by an adherence to their decisions makes the rule of law an indispensable American gene.

This was evident in the Trump election challenge—the courts invariably held against the Trump advocates’ position, and that was almost universally accepted as the law of the land. Similarly, the law was followed in the way the Electoral College votes were counted. Congress’s decision in counting the election votes was accepted as the final and binding decision on the election’s outcome.



	
Separation of Powers. The drafters of the Constitution feared giving too much power to one person or to one part of the government that they were creating. So they developed the concept of separation of powers, or checks and balances. No branch would have too much power, and the power of one part of government could be checked by another part of government. The idea was a bit novel at the time.
The original concept gave the most important powers—the power of the purse and the power to wage war—to the legislative branch. This branch, the Congress, may have been initially viewed as first among equals—it was, after all, described in Article One of the Constitution.

In time, the executive branch, led by the president, has developed far more power than anyone ever anticipated at the Constitutional Convention. That has been true of the judicial branch as well, with its power, first announced by the Supreme Court in 1803 in Marbury v. Madison, to declare laws unconstitutional. While the three branches may operate somewhat differently than initially conceived, the separation of powers concept has certainly taken hold, and the belief in a system where power is divided is clearly an important American gene.



	
Civilian Control of the Military; Peaceful Transfer of Power. The Constitution made the president commander in chief, establishing the concept that the military would be subject to civilian control. That choice reflected the concern about a powerful military ultimately controlling the government, as had frequently happened in Europe. With the military subject to civilian control, the prospect of a military coup was greatly diminished. As a result, there was an expectation of a peaceful transfer of power, unlikely to be disrupted by military interference.
This concept has worked well over the centuries. There have been no military coups in the U.S., and power has been transferred peacefully after elections—a gene thought to be indispensable to the country’s stability and achievements.

This was quite evident in the aftermath of the 2020 election, when the U.S. military leadership made clear that it had no role to play in the election outcome—no martial law and no politicization of the military.



	
Capitalism and Entrepreneurship. The word capitalism does not appear in the Declaration of Independence or in the Constitution. But from the early days of the republic, the economic construct of capitalism took hold and became a gene in the growth and strength of the American economy. Socialism and communism never had a serious chance of dislodging capitalism in this country, though obviously that was not true around much of the rest of the world.
There are many variants of capitalism, but in the U.S. there has been a strong reliance on an entrepreneurial-led capitalism. New companies are started by creative and enterprising individuals, grow into large companies fueling economic and employment growth, and are displaced over time by even newer ventures more attuned to changing technologies and needs. And while government regulates these companies in the public interest, it does not own or control them or attempt to do so.

It is evident that the considerable wealth created by these types of free-market capitalist activities may make some individuals very affluent, and at times may also produce undesirable levels of income inequality. But just as clearly, the businesses created by this system create jobs and grow the economy to the country’s overall benefit. Of course, other countries have a capitalist tradition, and an entrepreneurial bent. But no other country seems to have a gene favoring entrepreneurial activity—and capitalism—to the same degree as does the United States.



	
Immigration. To a greater extent than with any other country, the United States is widely seen as having been built by immigrants. In the nation’s early days, everyone and anyone was welcome, though those who came from abroad were primarily from western Europe. When immigrants began arriving from other parts of the world in the late nineteenth century, concerns arose about the reduced homogeneity of the population, and immigration constraints were imposed after World War I.
That changed in the 1960s, and immigrants from around the world, particularly those with desired skills, were more regularly welcomed, and the country was again seen as one that recognized the value of immigration. While there was an interruption in that perspective from 2016 to 2020, and there remain real concerns about rampant illegal immigration at our southern border, today the country is generally again seen as having an immigration gene, welcoming those who enter legally (i.e., meet our immigration law requirements) and who work to improve the country with their skills, hard work, and knowledge.



	
Diversity. At the country’s inception, its population was largely western European colonists, Native Americans, and enslaved Africans. Those in control of the country favored Western Europeans for virtually all of society’s benefits, believing that they had the greatest intellectual capabilities and moral strengths.
Over several centuries, though, as the U.S. population dramatically changed in composition—by 2045, the country will no longer be majority non-Hispanic white—diversity has increasingly come to be seen as a strength of the country. There is thus a push in all parts of American society to encourage and take advantage of the country’s increasing diversity. Stated differently, there is now a relatively new gene in America—the realization that diversity brings clear strengths that are desirable, and thus is to be encouraged and pursued if America is to remain a vibrant force in the world.



	
Culture. Every country has a distinctive culture—a set of beliefs, customs, practices, and aspirations that unite the country’s population and tend to provide a common purpose. The U.S. is no different, though American culture has perhaps evolved more over the years than the cultures of much older countries with less diverse population growth.
In the country’s early years, its culture was seen by those in Europe as not being particularly refined, impressive, or attractive. That changed in the late 1800s, as the U.S. put the Civil War behind it, expanded, grew in wealth and population, and managed to create new ways of expressing its values and thoughts in the performing arts, the visual arts, literature, architecture, education, athletics, and philanthropy. What could be more distinctly American than jazz, Hollywood movies, Broadway musicals, abstract art, baseball, Thanksgiving dinners, and Fourth of July celebrations?

In so many cultural areas, the United States has become a global leader over the past hundred years or so, and the result is that its culture is increasingly viewed with envy in many parts of the world.

To be sure, there is not one American culture. America has the highest immigrant population of any country and thus has too diverse a population for there to be a single culture whose parts are shared by everyone. But if there is a shared element to America’s culture, it is increasingly the view that the country should allow individuals to pursue their talents and ambitions, largely unfettered by central control or government interference, with merit and skill prevailing to the greatest extent possible. That is America’s real culture gene.



	
The American Dream. In every country, there are stories of individuals who started life with modest resources or social status but somehow rose to positions of great influence, wealth, social standing, and leadership. In the United States, unlike in some other countries, this upward trajectory seems to be a central tenet of what is most encouraged and admired—using skill, talent, and hard work to rise to the top from the bottom.
This phenomenon has been labeled the American Dream. Earlier it might have been called a Horatio Alger story, after the author who wrote numerous stories of young boys (and one girl) who overcame hardships to rise to the top of their area of activity.

This type of occurrence is still very much admired in the United States, and can well be said to be a key gene within the country. That said, it is increasingly recognized that the American Dream is not as readily attainable by those who face overwhelming discriminatory barriers (because of race, religion, gender, sexual preference, or ethnicity) or cultural roadblocks (due to language challenges or educational backgrounds). Ironically, this recognition has actually increased the praise for those who are able to succeed despite these odds.





Added together, these thirteen genes have produced a wide range of events in the course of this country’s history; they have enabled the American Experiment to blossom, far more than the founders even imagined possible. I recognize, though, that my views on what qualities make America so distinctive may not be held by other observers or other Americans. So I thought that I could perhaps get a better, fuller snapshot of what others think through a public opinion survey.

Toward that end, I asked the Harris Poll organization to do a representative survey of Americans about what they think makes America distinctive. The poll of 2,000 Americans was conducted shortly before the 2020 elections. The full results appear in Appendix II of this book.

Interestingly, the most distinctive quality was viewed as the freedom of speech, with 64 percent of the respondents citing that freedom. Only one other quality polled above 50 percent—the opportunity to vote in free and fair elections, cited by 51 percent. A large percentage of those surveyed cared so much about a number of the freedoms they cherish that they indicated a willingness to risk their lives to protect them, with freedom of speech again polling at the top. Younger Americans tended to value these distinctive qualities to a lesser extent than older Americans. And younger Americans tended to be less concerned that everyone view America as the “best” country.

As to what those surveyed would most like to see America change to improve the country, the support for any given action was not overwhelming—but the two actions most cited were ending systemic racism and providing accessible, affordable health care for everyone.

This concern about racism is also reflected in the survey respondents’ view that the country is still significantly affected by its having sanctioned slavery. And, while the Founding Fathers did sanction slavery, there is a widely held view that the founders’ ideas (or at least rhetoric) about equality and freedom may not be as valued by today’s leaders.

Despite the concerns, Americans greatly value living in the U.S., and by overwhelming numbers do not want to leave for another country. As to the future, despite the stresses of the pandemic, economic decline, and racial confrontations, a majority of Americans still feel the country’s best days are ahead of it, and still expect to achieve the American Dream—good signs overall.



In two previous books, The American Story and How to Lead, I tried to cover subjects relating to American history and leadership by editing and providing my perspective on interviews that I held, respectively, with well-known historians and then with leaders from many walks of life.

So I thought, perhaps tempting fate, that I would use the same approach in The American Experiment, a book about how a certain unique combination of qualities produced, over two centuries, a distinctive country—the United States of America. Here I have combined interviews I have conducted in recent years with both well-known historians and well-known leaders, each knowledgeable about, or the embodiment of, some of these singular American traits. As with the previous two books, the conversations have been edited for length and consistency, and updated as needed, in consultation with the interviewees.

I have tried, through these interviews and some of my own perspectives, to show how various qualities possessed by Americans—essentially our genes—have produced a series of events, over the country’s history, which enabled the Constitutional Convention’s initial experiment in representative democracy to evolve into a country that, in the ensuing two-plus centuries, became—and remains—the world’s economic, political, military, scientific/technological, and entrepreneurial leader.

The genes that coalesced into the American Experiment at times worked well together, and at other times produced unfortunate outcomes. In my view, an understanding of America today really requires an understanding of the genes that produced the American Experiment. Such an understanding can better help Americans now and in the future make this experiment work better for all Americans, and thereby produce a country which actually achieves the goals that the Founding Fathers’ uplifting language set for the nation.

In short, this American Experiment, while imperfect and evolving, has produced a country generally pleasing to a large part of the American population. But this experiment is not so pleasing as to keep Americans from recognizing that, while this unique country is still the envy of many in the world, the United States has still failed to live up to all of its founding ideals. And the country’s shortcomings are increasingly apparent. This experiment is certainly better today than some might have thought would be the case at the country’s founding, but with much progress still to be made in many areas. And there is no guarantee, if Americans ignore or minimize the genes that produced the country’s strengths over the past two centuries, that continued global leadership of the United States is inevitable.

My hope is that some who read the interviews in this book will be inspired to help lead the way to our continued progress and thereby avoid the historical fate of other countries that also at times were once the envy of the world.

    David M. Rubenstein, June 2021
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“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.”

—Preamble to the Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776








JILL LEPORE on 400 Years of American History



David Woods Kemper ’41 Professor of American History and Affiliate Professor of Law, Harvard University; author of These Truths: A History of the United States and 13 other books; Staff Writer for the New Yorker



[image: ]


“It is our obligation as historians and as citizens to think about the relationship between the past and the present and to reckon with whether the nation has lived up to the promise of the Declaration of Independence.”



From the beginning, America was an ideal—a new land, with fresh opportunities for those adventuresome enough to pursue them, in the belief that in so doing they could create a new, better life for themselves and their families.

As America grew from outposts and thriving colonies into the United States of America, those responsible for creating a new country and government idealized their invention: their government would provide liberties, freedoms, equality with a benevolence that other governments had never explicitly provided.

These would be guaranteed (albeit only for white males) in founding documents that would take on the character of religious icons—i.e., the Constitution was deserving of faith and allegiance, rather than any leader or group of leaders.

Over the centuries, this experiment in democratic self-governance evolved, as social mores, legal principles, economic realities, foreign challenges, and cultural perspectives changed, though not always for the country’s betterment.

Capturing in an understandable way how this governing experiment occurred over the centuries has always been a challenge for observers of America. Doing so in a way that really captures the perspectives of those who were not the powerful and traditional leaders of American society has truly eluded a great many historians. But not Jill Lepore.

Her epic history of the United States, These Truths, provides a look at the country from the sixteenth to the twenty-first centuries, in a novel-like writing style that focuses on those whose voices have not always been reflected in comprehensive books about the nation.

That should probably not be a surprise, for Jill Lepore is not only an endowed professor of American history at Harvard University but the author of more than a dozen critically acclaimed books and a regular and much-read contributor to the New Yorker on the subjects of history, law, and public policy.

With These Truths, Jill Lepore also essentially became the first woman to write a comprehensive history of the U.S.—hard to believe, but that is the case. Not surprisingly, she was able to bring a different perspective on some of the most important issues faced by women in our country’s history, such as the right to own property, to vote, to hold office, to be paid fairly, to overcome career challenges, to confront sexual harassment and violence, and, in general, to have equal protection and opportunities.

In recounting the entire history of the United States, Jill Lepore has taken the American experiment—with all of its ideals, challenges, successes, and failures—and provided an overview of so many of the American genes that have given us America in 2021.

I interviewed Jill Lepore at the New-York Historical Society on October 7, 2019. On reflection, my only regret about the interview was that Professor Lepore had not written the U.S. history textbooks I read in high school or college. I know that her doing so would have assured I actually wanted to finish the whole book.



DAVID M. RUBENSTEIN (DR): For most people, writing a nine-hundred-page book on American history would take a lifetime. Did you ever regret doing it while you were working through it?

JILL LEPORE (JL): It was really fun to write, actually. That’s embarrassing to say. I feel bad when people have writer’s block, because I have a problem—I write too much.

I decided to write the book because I’ve been teaching this material for decades now—for maybe thirty years—and over the years I’ve been asked, here and there, would I write a single volume on the American Revolution? I’ve always thought textbook writing would be depressing. It doesn’t really come alive on the page.

I was asked, one more time, to write a single-volume, single-narrator history of the United States as a textbook. As an American political historian, I thought, “I should take up this invitation to do this work of public service.” I thought the nation needed an accessible, new history that took into account the incredible revolution in scholarship over the last half century.

DR: You begin your book with a discussion about the “discovery” of this country by early settlers, and you talk about Christopher Columbus. He has been vilified by some people in recent years. Do you think vilifying him was appropriate?

JL: I think we should spend some time collectively rejecting the either/or there. I understand we’re inclined to ask, “Is he a villain or is he a hero?”

Teachers and textbook writers understand that the story of the United States begins tens of thousands of years ago, with migrations of people we would now call Indigenous Americans, and that this story is vitally important to who we are today. The story of European conquest is a story of tremendous violence, of religious violence, of a legal regime that is in many ways with us and still bears a lot of scrutiny.

That said, it was an interesting and puzzling question for me: Where to start a history of the United States? The easiest, straightforward way is “I’m going to start with the Declaration of Independence.” That’s when the United States begins.

But that doesn’t really offer an explanation for a country wrestling with these problems. How is it that we are descended both from European colonizers and from Indigenous peoples and from Africans kidnapped from their homes and brought as forced laborers? To be a nation, we have to all accept that we’re descended from all these people.

DR: You point out in your book that when Columbus arrived, he didn’t actually hit North America, he hit some islands in the Caribbean, and that there were ten or twenty million people living on the continent. Is that right?

JL: Yes. There were many more tens of millions than that. The European invasion of the Americas was a genocide. A lot of those deaths were caused by disease. The acts of violence, the forced enslavement of Indigenous peoples, the attempt to erase the sophistication and diversity of Native cultures: all this is a legacy whose agony we bear with us still.

The reason I begin with Columbus and 1492 and then move backward to Indigenous life earlier was that I decided to tell the story in large part about how our political arrangements are the product of our technologies of communication as much as our ideas.

It was extremely significant that Columbus could write in his diary and tell the queen and king of Spain he took possession of these lands, and decided that these people have no language, because he didn’t understand it. The technology of writing is hugely important in that historical moment, and we can see the power dynamics differently if we pay attention to technology.

DR: When I was in grade school, I remember people saying that Columbus went to discover a new route to the East, but it wasn’t clear that the world was round and he was maybe risking falling off the globe.

That wasn’t the case. He was just looking for a cheaper way to get to Asia?

JL: Yes. But he was also a former slave trader and, in effect, a crusader. He wasn’t only a seeker of knowledge.

DR: I like to cite him as the first private equity investor, because he had a deal with Queen Isabella. He got 5 percent of the gold and 10 percent of the profits, but there was no gold and no profits, so in the end he didn’t really make any money out of it. But it’s called the United States of America. Why didn’t Columbus get billing rights?

JL: Let me just take seriously your private equity argument. There is a really important interpretation to offer with regard to the European conquest of the Americas, which is that it makes possible the emergence of capitalism, because of the vast wealth that Europeans extract from the natural resources and from the forced labor of Native peoples and Africans and bring to Europe. That consolidates wealth in a way that makes possible the emergence of capitalism. Setting aside how we want to think about Columbus, on a much larger scale of economic history, it is a really important development.

The naming largely has to do with Amerigo Vespucci, who wrote a book called Mundus Novus (The New World), after his voyage to what came to be called Brazil. When a German mapmaker named Martin Waldseemüller went to make a map in 1507, he didn’t know anything really about Columbus, but he had read Vespucci’s book, which had been widely translated. On the map, as an honor to Vespucci, he called this blob of land “America.”

DR: The original sin of this country was slavery. The English people who came over to colonize weren’t slave owners at the time. How did slavery get started in this country?

JL: Many of the English, in fact, were slave owners. They didn’t bring enslaved people with them to New England, but many of them had already made voyages to or had family that had made voyages to the Caribbean and had slave plantations in places like Barbados and Jamaica.

The Atlantic trade in slaves dates to the middle of the fifteenth century and had its origins in Portugal and Spain engaging in raids of people along the West African coast. That happened before Columbus made his voyage. It’s one of these terrible accidents of history that this new trade in people from West Africa was just beginning to churn when Portugal and Spain began founding colonies in the New World.

DR: I thought originally it was indentured servants who were the precursors of slaves here and who could, after a couple of years, become free.

JL: The first Portuguese slave-trading voyages begin in the 1440s, buying people and selling people as chattel. That is the case throughout South America, throughout the Caribbean, it’s the case in early Virginia, and it is also the case in New England.

Well into the eighteenth century, a lot of white people are indentured servants. They’re not free either. The conflation of “if you’re black, you’re enslaved, and if you’re white, you’re free” begins to emerge by the end of the seventeenth century.

DR: We ultimately had thirteen colonies. After the French and Indian War, the British said, “You need to pay for some of the protection we’ve given you,” and they began to impose taxes. That didn’t work out to the satisfaction of colonial leaders. Do you think that the British could have prevented a revolution from occurring?

JL: A, they did prevent one, and B, there were two. A complicated answer. We now think about how there were thirteen colonies, but really there were twenty-six, because there were the thirteen colonies in the Caribbean, which nobody really distinguished in any meaningful way. From the vantage of London, those are the colonies—all of them.

The Caribbean colonies are the ones England really wanted to keep. Those colonies, which were just brutal death camps for Africans, were the sugar plantations. That was where England was making the most money off its colonies.

The English colonists in the thirteen mainland colonies, when they were protesting first the sugar tax and the stamp tax and then later the taxes in the 1770s, kept trying to recruit the colonial assemblies in Barbados and Jamaica. They’re like, “We’re sending a petition to Parliament complaining about this tax. Are you with us?”

In the Caribbean, these slave-owning plantation owners would say, “We are outnumbered by our enslaved property thirty to one here. So you guys go off and rebel, but we actually need the British army.” During the war, Britain essentially made a choice to give up on the northern colonies, because why keep these sad colonies when all the riches are in the Caribbean?

DR: George Washington was seen as the general who won the war for us. Even if he hadn’t been such a good general, would the British eventually have said, “Good-bye, we really don’t get that much out of the North American colonies”?

JL: Counterfactuals are hard to give a compelling answer to. But I do want to say something about the other revolution, the one the northern colonies lost, which was the revolution of enslaved people who fought on the side of the British during the American Revolution because the British promised them their freedom.

The American victory was an incredible tragedy for enslaved people who were seeking their freedom. Britain had abolished slavery, and they had every reason to expect that the colonies would abolish slavery if they had not become independent.

DR: By the time of the Revolutionary War, there were about 450,000 enslaved Blacks in the United States, and about two million white Americans.

At the beginning of the Revolution, during the Second Continental Congress, a committee was formed to write an explanation of why they would break away from England if they voted to do so. The Declaration of Independence was written largely by Thomas Jefferson. The title of your book relates to the Declaration. Can you explain the title and the inconsistency between “these truths” and the reality?

JL: We all know that Jefferson is famous for “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal and endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, and among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.”

I take the Declaration of Independence very, very seriously as a founding document for this nation. I take very seriously the idea that a nation is the only creation of human civilization that has been able to guarantee rights.

I chose These Truths as the title for my book because of something I don’t think we reckon with fully as citizens—certainly not as often or as deeply as we need to: that an obligation of being a citizen in a democracy is the act of inquiry. Jefferson also says in the Declaration of Independence, “Let [these] facts be submitted to a candid world.”

The document is essentially a product of the Enlightenment and its passion for empirical observation and research and experiment. The nation is an experiment, and this is the statement of our obligation to participate in the experiment and to be keen observers of the results.

But it is also an experiment that has been fraught from the start, from long before the start. Even where Jefferson got those ideas is quite fraught. And it is our obligation as historians and as citizens to think about the relationship between the past and the present and to reckon with whether the nation has lived up to the promise of the Declaration of Independence.

DR: When Jefferson wrote the Declaration, the most important part was not the preamble, it was the sins of King George and so forth. Why is the preamble now perhaps the most famous sentence in the English language? It became the creed of our country, though the country didn’t live up to the creed.

JL: There’s a piece of the story that is really important to remember, which is that when Jefferson talked about equality, that all men are created equal, he was talking in a very narrow political sense about the political equality of propertied, educated men. Why that preamble has become ubiquitous and why it is cherished is not because of what Jefferson meant when he wrote it, but because of the work that Black abolitionists did in the 1820s and 1830s to reinterpret those words.

Go from 1776 to the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration of Independence. A lot of things happen as part of that celebration. Among other things that happen to be going on in the 1820s is an evangelical religious revival. Many Americans are born again, including many free Blacks in the North. The attraction of evangelical Christianity for them is the spiritual call of equality. Male or female, Black or white, we are all equal before God.

A lot of preaching Black abolitionists in the North reinterpret the equality of the Declaration of Independence as a universal equality of all people. “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal”—well, then, we can’t have slavery. And it becomes the manifesto for the abolitionist movement. That’s the Declaration of Independence we cherish.

DR: When Abraham Lincoln gave his Gettysburg Address, he was referring to the preamble, and he was in effect saying that all white and all Black people should be equal. Is that right?

JL: Right. That’s what people know about the famous Lincoln-Douglas debates in 1858, when they’re both running for a Senate seat in Illinois. Stephen Douglas says, “The Declaration of Independence was never meant to include Black people.” Lincoln says, “No, show me where in these documents it says this is a white man’s government.”

Lincoln has largely gotten that argument from Frederick Douglass, the great abolitionist who had been born into slavery and escaped. Douglass had been part of that movement to reinterpret the Declaration of Independence.

And Lincoln constitutionalizes that. That’s what the struggle of the Civil War is over. But it becomes the new constitutional truth of the nation.

DR: Reconstruction, which was largely a disaster in the 1870s and ’80s, led to Jim Crow laws, the Ku Klux Klan, and so forth. Do you think any of that could have been prevented if Lincoln had survived?

JL: The Compromise of 1877 [which resolved the 1876 presidential election by having federal soldiers leave the southern states] is what people generally refer to when they say Reconstruction failed. Well before that, during Andrew Johnson’s besmirched presidency, the Confederacy is allowed to win the peace. That appeasement of the Confederate South is the single worst thing that happened in American history, in my view.

DR: Why did America become so economically powerful in the latter part of the nineteenth century?

JL: There’s a fairly vigorous debate among historians about that. I would point to the obvious things. Our natural resources are peerless. Also, bankruptcy protection was huge in the nineteenth century. Until bankruptcy reform in the 1840s, only Wall Street brokers can declare bankruptcy. Ordinary businesspeople can’t. But we democratize bankruptcy protection, because Americans decide risk is good, and if you want to encourage risk, you have to be willing to give people a clean slate. That’s part of a democratic sensibility too.

So the economic risk-taking in which Americans engage in the nineteenth century, American businessmen in particular, makes the United States economy leapfrog past others for a time.

DR: Woodrow Wilson is reelected president in 1916, and we go into World War I. Was it inevitable that the United States would fight in the war? Was it inevitable that we didn’t join the League of Nations afterward?

JL: I don’t believe in historical inevitability. Everything is contingent. Everything could have gone differently. I tend to not be very excited about presidential biography because it has a political consequence, which is to inflate our impression of the power of the presidency. The influence of the executive office is out of whack with our constitutional system.

But in the case of the League of Nations, it really did come down to what Wilson did—how he handled going to Paris, how he became very sick with the Spanish flu there; then later how he had a stroke and then lied to his cabinet that he had suffered a stroke. There are a lot of weird, freaky accidents of history around Wilson and the League of Nations.

DR: One of the accidents of history, you could argue, is that Franklin Delano Roosevelt became president of the United States. Even though he had come down with polio, he managed to keep that from being largely known, and was elected for four terms. Do you think FDR was the transformational U.S. president of the twentieth century?

JL: I think the most transformational movement of the twentieth century was the constitutionalization of the New Deal. Therefore, Roosevelt would be high on my list of important presidents. When I think about Roosevelt’s presidency, I am attracted to explanations that have less to do with him than with how Americans came to accept the idea of the New Deal and its social welfare state—a set of arrangements that many Americans had been hostile to before. People didn’t know objectively how bad his polio was, but they knew he was a person who understood suffering. And that allowed for a kind of leadership that you don’t see very often on the national stage.

DR: Why don’t we discuss some of the modern-era presidents and the social effects of their leadership? Take President John F. Kennedy. He only served about a thousand days in office. Do you think he has left a legacy we still have?

JL: Everybody leaves a legacy. The most significant moment in Kennedy’s presidency was the Cuban Missile Crisis. He gets credit for saving the world from nuclear war. How many people can you say that about?

DR: A good point.

JL: Some years ago I took two of my kids to the Kennedy Library and Museum [in Boston]. I remember going into the room that was about John Kennedy’s relationship with Bobby Kennedy, his attorney general. And you know what’s going to happen to both of them.

I remember afterward having lunch with my sons and saying, “What do you make of that story? Does it make you want to go into public service?”

They said exactly the opposite. What it communicated to them was that there’s no winning. There’s no making the world better by running for office. This is a deeply cynical thing to say, but I think President Kennedy, who was cherished as an idealist at the time and in the immediate aftermath of his death, actually is a kind of buoy in the water signaling the end of idealism.

DR: Many people would say that, post–World War II, the best foreign policy decision the United States has made was probably the Marshall Plan. The worst foreign policy decisions, some would say, were Vietnam and the invasion of Iraq. How do you compare the impact on society, and on our standing in the world, of Vietnam and of Iraq?

JL: Eisenhower famously said that he feared for the nation when someone who had not seen combat occupied the office. Our worst military decisions have been made by people who never saw military service. The turn to an all-volunteer military is a good part of what is responsible for the forever wars of the end of the twentieth century. A legacy of Vietnam was the end of the draft, but the end of the draft worsened American foreign policy.

DR: In the book, you spend a fair amount of time on women who were not prominently mentioned in the textbooks I read. One has gotten a lot of attention in recent years. Her name was Phyllis Schlafly. Why were you so fascinated by her?

JL: Let me back up a little to the broader question of including women. Women and people of color have been political actors all throughout American history. They were ignored and stripped out of other people’s histories. We forget how bamboozled we are by so much bad history that circulates in our world.

I went to a kindergarten class a few years ago that was studying the American Revolution. Each kid had to choose a person and then write a little biography and make a costume and a poster.

I asked, “Who are you studying?”

“Benjamin Franklin,” “George Washington,” “Alexander Hamilton,” “John Paul Jones,” “Patrick Henry.”

“Are any of you studying women?”

They looked at me, and they’re all like, “Ooh, cooties, no.” I said, “Why not?” And this little girl raised her hand and she said, “Because there were no women then.”

She was smart as a whip. This was just what she had observed from what she was learning and from the posters in her classroom. We don’t reckon with the cost of using books where the women have been taken out.

So back to Phyllis Schlafly. She is a hugely important driving force in the realignment of the party system in the middle decades of the twentieth century, the most important kind of field general of the conservative movement.

She has been doubly ignored, because—to be frank about it—most academic historical scholarship is written by people with a liberal bent who historically have done a poor job including conservative thinkers and figures. And the history that’s written by conservatives generally is written by men who don’t think women have a lot of political power, or should. So liberal academics ignore her and conservative academics ignore her.

DR: You point out in your book that the Equal Rights Amendment was actually passing legislatures unanimously until Schlafly began the effort to stop it in the ’70s. You think it would have been ratified but for her?

JL: But for her and the army that she put together. One of the things that’s important about Schlafly is she begins being a major political figure in the 1950s as the head of the Republican Federation of Women’s Clubs, and she inaugurates what I call a new political style in American politics. It becomes a partisan style, the female moral crusade, an adaptation of something between McCarthyism and Goldwaterism. She’s behind the nomination of Barry Goldwater, the conservative who wins the Republican nomination in 1964.

Then she gets pushed out of the Republican Party in the late ’60s, when they’re like, “We need to steer back toward moderates like Richard Nixon.” She reinvents herself as a moral crusader arguing against the ERA, which becomes a signature issue for the Republican Party, even though the ERA was introduced in Congress in 1923 and Republicans had supported it, had it in their platform, since 1940. The Republicans had always been in support of the ERA until Schlafly said, “This is how we will reimagine the party.”

DR: Planned Parenthood, which today is synonymous in some people’s minds with support for abortion rights, was a Republican organization, more or less. That shifted. How did that shift come about?

JL: Planned Parenthood’s history is long and tangled, but it is very much bound up in that party realignment in the ’60s and ’70s. Going into the 1960s, its message is that the way to consolidate the American middle class is for people to choose the family size that they want.

It’s not a hyperpartisan organization, but it is predominantly a Republican organization. George H. W. Bush famously supported contraception. Nixon was even what we would now call pro-choice for quite some time.

DR: George Herbert Walker Bush was so much in support of Planned Parenthood that he had a nickname in the House of Representatives. What was that nickname?

JL: “Rubbers.”

DR: When our country was started, women who were married did not have the right to own property. They couldn’t vote. They weren’t allowed to be officeholders. It’s hard to believe today, but many leading so-called feminists then opposed the right to vote for women. Eleanor Roosevelt, for a while, was initially against the right to vote. Why were so many women not in favor of the right to vote?

JL: One of the reasons that women didn’t get the right to vote for a long time is that men feared women would vote as a bloc. But it turns out women don’t vote as a bloc at all, and the parties have to vie for them. That’s why issues involving women and family and children tend to be hyperpoliticized, because in the beginning of the twentieth century, it was a struggle for those new voters.

The main thing that women fought for in the nineteenth century was not the right for women to vote, it was the end of slavery. It was part of a Christian evangelical movement. Women were disproportionately church members, and it was a moral reform movement. They also fought for temperance.

They thought they were fighting for an end to forms of tyranny, especially household tyranny, and those things included women not having the right to own property and not having the right to vote. The narrowing of the struggle for women’s rights to the right to vote was actually pretty problematic for the larger movement.

In the early 1970s, after women lost the ERA, the women’s rights movement got narrowed to a fight for the right to abortion. All the other things that women had been fighting for became secondary to that, which was a disaster, in my view, for feminism.

DR: How do you think technology is changing the American character, if at all?

JL: This is why I start with Columbus writing in his log. Our technologies of communication shape our political order all the time. For instance, I have made the argument that the realignment of the party system, which has happened several times in American history, has always coincided with a technological innovation.

So the invention of the penny press in the 1820s and 1830s makes possible the democratization of American politics and the rise of Andrew Jackson and the founding of the Democratic Party. The radio makes possible the New Deal. Television makes possible the emergence of the modern conservative movement. So we can think about the effects of cable television, talk radio, and the Internet, kind of all at once, starting in the 1980s.

It’s easy to get distracted by the period from the founding of Facebook and social media to the present, just in the last decade or so, but talk radio, cable news, and the Internet and social media are all one big glommed-together disequilibrium machine, politically.

DR: Some professional historians would say you can’t be a real historian if you’re writing about something that happened within the last ten or fifteen or twenty years. Let’s have fun and talk about the impact on American history of the Obama and Trump administrations.

JL: When I did my big outline for the book, I planned to end on Barack Obama’s inauguration, because it’s a great ending, and also because historians are quite reticent to write about the recent past. Then, after Trump’s election, I decided I needed to go forward to that, because it’s such a significant political moment.

Weirdly—and this will seem to undermine the importance of Obama’s eight years in office—the most important legacy of Obama’s presidency was his election itself. The triumph over centuries of racial prejudice and division, that this nation could elect a person of color president, was an incredible moment that completely shakes up the whole historical narrative.

DR: What about the Trump administration?

JL: Hard to say. Also hard to say in a fully broad-minded and nonpartisan way. What we would say, looking back fifty years from now, has to do with where this goes. At the moment, it does seem to be that the legacy of this administration and this cultural moment is our contemporary epistemological crisis—that it is very difficult for people to know how to know things. “You’re biased, I don’t believe you, you’re lying.” Our larger structures of epistemological authority are in crisis.

DR: Why do you think it is that people are not focused on history anymore—so much so that, for example, two-thirds of Americans cannot name the three branches of the federal government?

JL: Those findings—like that people can’t identify the three branches of government—have been remarkably consistent since they were first empirically tested, beginning in 1948. But with regard to our general failure to want to think historically or to study the past in a meaningful way, we live largely in a world where there’s a crisis of other forms of knowledge. We don’t read poems to know things. I think we should. We think the only way you can know something now is with data, and the bigger the data, the better.

The purpose of the computer, working with that kind of data, is to make predictions about the future. Which is to say, all we seem to want to know is about the future and not about the past.
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“It’s important to recognize that the compromises and structure of the Constitution were already in play at the moment of the Declaration.”



The Declaration of Independence was adopted by the Second Continental Congress on July 4, 1776, and its text was sent to each of the colonies, to George Washington to read to his troops, and to King George III.

And the Declaration served its purpose: letting the world know that the offenses of King George III against the colonies were so intolerable that only one remedy—independence—was an appropriate and justified outcome.

At that time, relatively little attention was given to the Declaration’s preamble. Subsequently, well after the Revolutionary War, the preamble became the best-remembered part of the Declaration, for it was seen as containing the founding creed of the U.S. It became, as well, the founding creed of other countries and of disenfranchised parts of our society and other societies:


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 sentence, drafted by Thomas Jefferson, with some editing by John Adams and Benjamin Franklin, had its obvious flaws. It clearly excluded all women and the country’s half a million slaves from the “self-evident” right of equality. But the preamble eventually helped unleash the desire for equality among all Americans.

To be sure, in the effort by so many Americans to achieve equality, there have been many violent and bloody struggles since 1776. And they continue today in a number of areas. Whether the goal of achieving equality would even exist in America if the Declaration had been drafted differently is unknowable. But it does seem that the “equality” concept is more ingrained in Americans than in the people of most other countries.

In recent years, there has been a revival of interest in what Jefferson and the Second Continental Congress actually meant by the precisely chosen words that were included in the Declaration. One of the leading scholars behind this revival has been Danielle Allen, a professor at Harvard and the author of Our Declaration: A Reading of the Declaration of Independence in Defense of Equality. Professor Allen, who has also held senior positions at the University of Chicago and the Institute for Advanced Study, has helped to reignite scholarly interest in what Jefferson really intended with his magical—and inspiring—words about equality. I interviewed her on November 12, 2019, at the Library of Congress as part of the Congressional Dialogues series.



DAVID M. RUBENSTEIN (DR): The Declaration of Independence is important in our history, but it’s not a legal document. It’s not the Constitution. Why should anybody care today about what the Declaration says?

DANIELLE S. ALLEN (DA): I’m going to give you the case for why the Declaration is indeed a legal document. In order to do that, however, I have to remind you of what is in the second sentence:


That to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, that whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute a new government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its power in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness.



The last clause is the most important part because it lays out the responsibilities of citizens—to make a judgment about how your government is doing, and then, if necessary, to alter it by doing two things: laying the foundation on principle, and organizing the powers of government to deliver on those principles.

Now, this was not just airy-fairy fancy language. It was a to-do list. When we come to the Constitutional Convention in 1787, there was one supremely important individual whom people don’t pay enough attention to anymore—not James Madison, but James Wilson.

Wilson, who was from Pennsylvania, signed the Declaration and the Constitution. He was one of the only people who really thought about the relationship between them. Wilson made the case that the new constitution they had just signed rested on the basis of the Declaration of Independence. He quoted the sentence I just recited to you and said, “On this basis, everything we have erected stands.”

DR: It doesn’t say “The Declaration of Independence” in the document. Why did they call it that?

DA: Independence was voted on July 2, 1776, and the text of the Declaration on July 4, 1776. But somebody was already in the business of sneaking out copies. They had leaks in the Continental Congress. The result of that was an early newspaper printing and also the first book publication of the Declaration in July 1776. In that book publication, the header along the top of the page says “Declaration of Independence.”

DR: So it wasn’t Thomas Jefferson?

DA: Just a printer.

DR: When the colonies were set up, the British didn’t tax them at first. When did the British say, “We’re going to impose taxes on you,” and why was that such a shock?

DA: By the middle of the 1760s, the British government had gotten itself embroiled in the French and Indian War on this continent and the Seven Years’ War in Europe. They were in debt. What do you do when you’re in debt? You extract taxes. And so in 1764 the British introduced the Sugar Act, and it goes from there.

DR: The Americans said, “Wait a second. We haven’t had taxes before, and what about the principle of no taxation without representation?” What did the British say about that?

DA: James Otis, another neglected name, in 1764 wrote a pamphlet defending the rights of the British citizens of the colonies. He is the one who gets the credit for the “no taxation without representation” line. The issue wasn’t just taxation. That was certainly a key issue, but it was also that Britain was changing how they were handling judicial cases. There was a general sense of an incipient breakdown of the rule of law.

DR: When did the first British troops come over to enforce the taxation?

DA: British troops were consistently in the colonies. They had been there for the French and Indian War. The Stamp Act of 1765 was the act where Britain required that you had to pay for every piece of paper, whether it was used for a legal document or a newspaper or whatever else. This is the first point of real uprising. There’s even some skirmishing with the British troops.

It’s also important to say that this is a period when King George is a new king. He’s a baby. He’s twenty-one or twenty-two when he comes to the throne in 1760. And the simple fact of the matter is he just did not know what he was doing. England was actually as unstable in its politics as the colonies were.

DR: Who sent the troops over to Concord and Lexington? It was a massacre, and people were killed. That was in 1775?

DA: Exactly. But we skipped the Boston Tea Party of 1773. The Americans refused to unload the British tea because of the way the tax structure was working. They didn’t want to pay. They were limited in their use of tea and other things that were coming through Britain. They couldn’t just directly get tea from India and so forth. To protest this, the plan was to dump all the tea into the harbor.

DR: After the Boston Tea Party, the British were really upset. That’s when they said, “We’re going to send more troops over”?

DA: They’re really worried about the amount of ammunition that has spread through the countryside and the colonial militias. They send troops to Lexington and Concord to try to secure these munitions, and there’s an accidental shot that triggers other shooting.
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