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Question
1.	 What is required for a nation to be truly “independent”? 

Independence requires that a nation be free from the rule 
or control of a power other than itself. An independent 
nation secures its people from foreign domination. It 
participates in diplomacy and international trade with 
other nations in order to benefit its national interests. An 
independent nation is a self-governing nation committed 
to the rule of law.

Notes:  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

go deeper
Consider the United States’ involvement in world affairs 
today. Would the Founders approve of the degree to which 
the United States is involved in other nations’ affairs? We 
are often criticized for acting without the support of allies 
in our foreign policy and for being a bully that acts only in 
self-interest. How would the Founders have responded to this 
criticism? What means would the Founders have approved 
for promoting America’s principles around the world?
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______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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The Progressive Turn

The year 1987 marked the 200th anniversary of the United 
States Constitution. The Commission on the Bicentennial 

invited “every state, city, town and hamlet, every organization and 
institution, and every family and individual” to celebrate the great 
occasion with fitting ceremonies, both solemn and festive. 

Not everyone agreed. “I cannot accept this invitation,” wrote 
Associate Justice Thurgood Marshall, “for I do not believe 
that the meaning of the Constitution was forever ‘fixed’ at the 
Philadelphia Convention.” All of the patriotic celebrations 
marking the grand event, he wrote, amounted to “little more than 
a blind pilgrimage to the shrine of the original document now 
stored in a vault in the National Archives.” 

In many circles, especially among our intellectual, cultural, and 
political elites, the principles of America’s Founding have been 
largely abandoned because they are seen as either outdated or 
defective. The American Founders are more to be departed from 
than looked up to as a guide for today. America’s great founding 
documents still exist, but they must be disentangled from that 
past and continually adapted to the future. 

How — and why — did this come to be? 

What began 100 years ago as an intellectual project made up 
mostly of academics and independent writers became a popular 
reform effort under the banner of progressivism. It informed the 
large-scale political movement of modern liberalism that came to 
dominate the politics of the 20th century. It continues to shape 
our politics and confuse the public mind. 

If we wish to regain our bearings, we need to understand and 
come to grips with these changes. If we are to reorient our nation 
to its first principles, we must understand how deeply these 
changes have transformed our politics and society — and where, 
unchecked, they are taking our country.

getting started



 c
o

r
e

 
      C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   C

O
R

E
   

115

Session 10

A New 
Republic

The Progressive Assault on the 
Founders’ Principles

In session nine, we examined the principle of 
independence that guides America in the world. This completes 
our study of the principles of the American Founding. 

Knowing these principles and their meaning is only the first step 
to understanding America. It is also necessary to comprehend the 
great challenge to these principles by progressivism and modern 
liberalism. As you read about this rejection of America’s first 
principles, focus on these key concepts:

Key Concepts
1.	 In the early 20th century a group of intellectuals known as 

Progressives rejected the Founding principles.

2.	 In response to the challenges of industrialization and 
urbanization, Progressives sought to transform society.

3.	 Progressivism denies the possibility of self-evident eternal 
truths.

4.	 Progressivism also denies the limits on government and 
sees separation of powers as an obstacle to reform. 

5.	 Because of their rejection of the Declaration, Progressives 
understand a right as something government grants to a 
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citizen, rather than something a citizen has by nature, 
which government protects.

6.	 In order to increase their power to remake society, Pro-
gressives have tried to undermine private associations in 
which morality is shaped, and used schools for this end.

7.	 Progressives have promoted the idea of a “living” Consti-
tution, a doctrine that strips the document of any original 
meaning and allows it to be interpreted in any way a judge 
sees fit.

 Introduction (pp. 187-188)

Many modern intellectual, cultural, and political elites 
reject the founding principles as outdated or defective. 
For these elites, the American Founders offer no guidance 
for modern life, and the founding documents must be 
“adapted” to the future. This widespread rejection of 
America’s founding principles stems from the influence 
of early 20th century progressive intellectuals and authors 
and their ongoing influence on American political life and 
political culture. 

Question
1.	 What is the root of the 20th century rejection of Ameri-

can founding principles? 

A group of writers and intellectuals known as 
Progressives launched in the early 20th century a move-
ment that rejected America’s founding principles in fa-
vor of what they called “progress.” This argument forms 
the basis of modern liberalism.
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 	The American Consensus (pp. 188-191)

The challenge of free government is to prevent tyranny 
while preserving liberty and protecting the rights of the 
people. The American solution to this challenge was a 
strong, energetic government; but one founded on core 
principles of liberty and restrained by a Constitution 
of limited powers and the rule of law. The consensus 
created by this arrangement is the bedrock of the 
American tradition and transcends practical political 
differences. Although slavery presented a great challenge 
to the meaning of America’s principles, its resolution re-
established the meaning of America’s principles. 

Many in the South promoted slavery — some even called 
it a “positive good”— as fundamental to the new nation’s 
success. Some claimed that the founding principles 
did not apply to black people. Others argued that the 
institution of slavery was incompatible with the principles 
of the Declaration of Independence. President Abraham 
Lincoln argued that the Union existed for the founding 
principles. Ultimately, the Union victory in the Civil War 
preserved and vindicated both these principles and their 
universal application to all men. 

Question
1.	 How did Lincoln’s political thought and the Civil War 

amendments represent the completion of the American 
founding principles? 

Human slavery violated the principles of liberty at the 
very heart of the American Founding, and abolishing 
slavery allowed the laws to become fully aligned with 
those principles. Lincoln argued that the Constitution and 
the Declaration, once rightly understood, were perfectly 
compatible and applied to all human beings. 

 



  C
O

R
E

   
C

O
R

E
   

C
O

R
E

   
C

O
R

E
   

C
O

R
E

   
C

O
R

E
   

C
O

R
E

   
C

O
R

E
   

C
O

R
E

   
C

O
R

E
   

C
O

R
E

   
C

O
R

E
   

C
O

R
E

   
C

O
R

E
   

C
O

R
E

   
C

O
R

E
   

C
O

R
E

   
C

O
R

E
   

   
  c

o
r

e
 

118

 A New Republic (pp. 191-192)

After the Civil War, the nation prospered. However, 
the industrial revolution, expansion of America’s urban 
centers, and rise of the United States as a world power 
instigated a call to rethink and reform virtually all aspects 
of American life. The theoretical and practical response 
to these calls was known as progressivism. The leading 
figures of the progressive movement argued that the 
Founders’ political order was inadequate to address the 
changing needs of society and the old constitutional order 
was a failure. (Some saw the Civil War as the inevitable 
result.) Progressive intellectuals sought new foundational 
principles and a new political philosophy outside the 
American political tradition. 

Questions
1.	 Why did Progressives seek to transform the principles of 

American politics? 

Progressives viewed the founding principles and the 
American Constitution as inadequate to address the new 
challenges of the industrial revolution, urban expansion, 
and America’s growing status as a world power. 

 �New (Anti-) Foundational Principles 
(pp. 192-196)

The new progressive thinking rejected certain fundamental 
principles of the American Founding. First, progressivism 
rejected the idea of permanent principles or universal, 
philosophical ideas. Instead, Progressives argued that truth 
was always contingent. Progressives believe “self-evident 
truths” were merely “values” relative to other opinions; 
they rejected any fixed moral standard, including natural 
law and natural rights. They favored relativism — the 

Industrial 
Revolution
The period of rapid 
technological change 
and industrial growth 
from the late 18th 
century and into the 
19th century that 
greatly affected many 
aspects of life in 
America and around 
the world.

“Progressivism 
rejected the idea of 
permanent principles 
or universal, 
philosophical ideas.”

“The leading figures 
of the progressive 
movement argued 
that the Founders’ 
political order 
was inadequate to 
address the changing 
needs of society.”
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philosophy that all judgments are relative, differing 
according to events, persons, or circumstances. This view 
of moral and intellectual relativism renders the arguments 
of the American Founders meaningless. 

Besides rejecting permanent principles, Progressives 
were historicists — they believed that ideas are relative 
to historical circumstances. Whatever “values” existed 
in the past (or the present) are bound to change in the 
future. Whereas the Founders’ understanding of progress 
relied on certain unchanging standards; Progressives saw 
progress as change for the sake of change. Holding the 
view that human nature is not permanent, they relied on 
modern science to bring about change and progress. They 
saw themselves as correcting the failures of the American 
Founding and reorganizing American life to bring about 
more and more progress. All of this entailed a re-founding 
of the American political order.

Question
1.	 How do relativism and historicism lead to a rejection of 

the American founding principles? 

The American Founding is based on a claim of universal 
truths that are always and everywhere applicable. Relativism 
and historicism claim that truth is necessarily variable and 
historically determined — there are no moral truths that 
transcend history. The self–evident truths claimed in the 
American Founding are not true, but merely the products 
of historical values and changing conditions. 

 �A New Theory of Unlimited 
Government (pp. 196-199)

While the Founders established a limited government that 
protected natural rights through a written Constitution, 
Progressives sought to establish a government to bring 
about “progress.” But progress can never be fully realized, 

Historicists
Those who believe 
that ideas are 
relative to historical 
circumstances 
and evolve in line 
with historical 
development.
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since the future always promises more change. By seeking 
the limitless goal of progress, Progressives necessarily 
rejected limited government. Principled limits on 
government were unnecessary; the extent of government 
was only a matter of expediency. Rather than asking if 
government had the power to do something, Progressives 
asked whether, practically speaking, government could do 
something. The Constitution’s mechanisms (federalism, 
the separation of powers, etc.) were obsolete, obstacles to 
progress. As a result, there needed to be a new form of 
unlimited government, called the administrative state, to 
bring about change and progress. 

Rather than a separation of powers, Progressives divided 
politics (expression of ends) from administration (means 
to those ends). This transferred the lawmaking power from 
elected representatives to “objective,” “neutral” scientific 
administrators who were schooled in the progressive ideals 
and insulated from popular politics. These administrative 
experts would exercise all powers of government — 
legislative, executive, and judicial. These agencies alter the 
law-making process. 

Today, Congress delegates its lawmaking power to 
unaccountable administrative agencies. These agencies 
issue rules, enforce them, and judge disputes. This 
administrative state requires a new concept of leadership 
requiring persuasive communication skills and the ability 
to direct national progress. 

Question
1.	 What is the difference between the Founders and Pro-

gressives in terms of the end purpose of government? 

For the Founders, the end purpose of government is to 
protect natural rights. Progressives view government as a 
Darwinian organism, with no fixed end or purpose, except 
continually evolving change and unending progress. 

“By seeking the 
limitless goal of 
progress, Progressives 
necessarily rejected 
limited government.”

Administrative 
State
The progressive 
form of bureaucratic 
government under 
which agencies and 
departments run by 
“experts” determine 
and impose most 
of the rules and 
regulations imposed by 
government on society. 

Darwinian 
organism
The idea that 
government is a living 
thing in accord with 
the broader scientific 
claims of Charles 
Darwin concerning the 
evolution and natural 
selection of all living 
organisms.
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 �A New Theory of Rights (pp. 200-203)

In rejecting the founding principles, Progressives 
developed a new theory of rights. Rights are no longer 
understood to be natural or permanent claims; they are 
not derived from “the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s 
God.” Progressivism denies human nature as the basis for 
rights and instead argues that government creates rights to 
address current problems. According to the Progressives, 
the Founders’ concept of rights did not guarantee social 
and economic outcomes, but only the right to pursue 
them. In contrast, Progressives wanted to assure equality 
in the pursuit of happiness, and the progressive welfare 
state sees its duty as providing happiness by guaranteeing 
each person’s economic security. Such an expansive duty 
requires vast governmental powers. It also means that 
government can grant or remove rights as it chooses. 

Question
1.	 How does the progressive understanding of rights differ 

from the Founders’ view? 

The Founders understood rights to be independent of 
government because they pre-existed government — they 
are natural rights derived from “the Laws of Nature and 
of Nature’s God.” Natural rights provide an independent 
moral standard against which one can judge government, 
as in the Declaration of Independence. Progressives, in 
contrast, deny the possibility of natural rights because 
they deny the existence of a human nature. Government 
grants rights and removes rights arbitrarily. Rights can-
not provide a permanent standard by which to judge 
government. 

“Progressivism denies 
human nature as the 
basis for rights and 
instead argues that 
government creates 
rights to address 
current problems.”
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 �A Great National Community  
(pp. 204-208)

The progressive theory of government seeks to transform 
America from a decentralized society with a limited 
government, free markets, and traditional private 
associations into a centralized and highly regulated 
society organized to bring about “social justice” 
(economic equality). Progressives use the coercive 
power of government to change sociological conditions 
and redistribute private wealth. To achieve their ends, 
Progressives instituted a national income tax and 
advocated numerous social welfare programs. 

The chief obstacle to the progressive transformation of the 
United States was society itself. The private institutions 
of civil society promoted local concerns and moral 
convictions that opposed progressivism. Progressives 
championed a twofold solution to this problem: 

•	 They advocated “secular knowledge” to diminish the 
influence of the moral and religious opinions.

•	 They sought to centralize power away from ordinary 
citizens and to a centralized national government. 
Progressives wanted to reduce traditional moral virtues 
to the status of personal values, to be replaced by a 
new virtue — faith in government action.

Progressive educational theorists sought to make 
schools take an active part in directing social change 
by emancipating Americans from ideas of the past and 
preparing them for serving the ends of the new state.

Question
1.	 Why did Progressives seek to “overcome” the institu-

tions of civil society? 

The Founders relied on private associations, such as the 
family and the church, to form the morals and habits 
necessary for free government. Progressives viewed such 
moral formation as an obstacle to the changes they 

“Progressives use 
the coercive power 
of government to 
change sociological 
conditions and 
redistribute private 
wealth.”



      C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   
 c

o
r

e
 

123

Session 10

A New 
Republic: The 
Progressive 
Assault on 
the Founders’ 
Principles

sought. Traditional institutions promoted virtues inclined 
toward self-reliance rather than the collectivism required 
for national community. Progressive education was to be 
the key to this social transformation. 

 	�A New “Living” Constitution (pp. 208-212)

The Founders viewed the court as an institution to 
uphold the rule of law in the long tradition of American 
constitutionalism. The court was supposed to be the 
source of stability, not political change. The court decided 
cases and controversies that came before them; the 
legislature and executive branches addressed public policy 
questions. 

Changes in society were to be reflected in the political 
branches — the legislature and the executive — while the 
court maintained the supremacy of the Constitution. For 
Progressives, however, the Constitution was an obstacle 
to effective administrative government. They sought to 
transform the Constitution into something more flexible 
and pliable, which they called a “living” Constitution. 

The “living” Constitution doctrine grants the court the 
power to interpret the document freely — the Constitution 
means whatever the court says it means. Progressives 
argued that laws developed according to the needs of the 
time. Their interpretation transforms judicial power into 
a form of legislative power. In modern times, the court 
generally accepts this view. 

The Progressives changed the Constitution — not 
through the constitutional process of amendment, 
but the interpretative decisions of an appointed court. 
Originally, judicial review was the process by which the 
court determined whether positive law conformed to 
the Constitution. Now, judicial review consists of judges 
deciding whether the law conforms to their own standards 
of reason as shaped by developing court decisions. 

“The ‘living’ 
Constitution 
doctrine grants the 
court the power 
to interpret the 
document freely — 
the Constitution 
means whatever the 
court says it means.”
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Question
1.	 What is the meaning of a “living” Constitution? 

The idea of making the Constitution into a “living” 
document is to adapt meaning to the time by reinterpret-
ing its text to allow the achievement of ends demanded 
by changes and progress, regardless of the intent of the 
Constitution’s framers or the consent of the governed.

 	Is It Too Late? (pp. 212-213)

Progressivism presents itself as a prudent response to the 
challenges of industrialism and urbanization. At its core, 
however, it rejects both the natural rights teaching of the 
Declaration and its derivative teachings about limited 
government. Progressivism has also greatly influenced 
how we see the world. It provides a new moral imperative: 
suppressing national interest for the sake of bringing 
progress to every corner of the earth. As a result, America 
seems to have moved further and further away from its 
founding principles. While progressive ideas have by no 
means eliminated the moral and political teaching of the 
Founding, the prevalence of progressive arguments — in 
schools and in the public square — have made it difficult 
to defend the founding principles. 

Question
1.	 How has progressivism challenged the founding principles? 

Progressivism advocates unlimited government and denies 
natural rights. Domestically, it replaces private institutions 
with public government programs. In foreign policy, it 
denigrates national interest and uses America’s power and 
influence to bring “progress” to the world. 

“Progressivism 
advocates unlimited 
government and 
denies natural 
rights.”
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go deeper
We are often told that today’s policies are those the Founders 
themselves would have favored in today’s circumstances. Do 
you believe this is the case? Why or why not? What changes 
did Progressives make in our understanding of the Founders’ 
principles? What are the principles that guide the way most 
policy is made today?

Notes:  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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getting started

Another Way Forward

The view of America that dominates the academy, journalism, 
major foundations, and most segments of the American 

intellectual community — and as a result, major portions of 
America’s political leadership in both parties — was marked out 
at the start of the last century by progressive thinkers when they 
launched their grand project to remake America. We have taken 
significant steps down this path toward a failed, undemocratic, 
and illiberal form of statism.

There is another way forward. The slow Europeanization of 
America is not inevitable, and it’s not too late. But it will take a 
monumental effort to get our country back on track.

We don’t need to remake America, or discover new and 
untested principles. The change we need is not the rejection 
of America’s principles but a great renewal of these permanent 
truths about man, politics, and liberty — the foundational 
principles and constitutional wisdom that are the true roots of 
our country’s greatness. 

We must look to the principles of the American Founding not 
as a matter of historical curiosity, but as a source of assurance 
and direction for our times. In a world of moral confusion, and 
of arbitrary and unlimited government, the American Founding 
is our best access to permanent truths and our best ground from 
which to launch a radical questioning of the whole foundation of 
the progressive project.

It is not the affirmation of a peculiar set of antiquated claims 
that tie us to America as much as it is our common recognition 
of transcendent truths that bind us all together and across time 
to the patriots of 1776. Only with this sure foundation can we go 
forward as a nation, addressing the great policy questions before 
us and continuing to secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves 
and our posterity. 



 c
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American 
Renewal

The Case for Reclaiming Our Future

Now that we have rediscovered the 
philosophical and constitutional American founding 
principles, and recognized the assault on those principles 

by progressive liberalism, let’s talk about our country’s future and 
how to defend the cause of liberty. While we develop a strategy to 
reclaim America’s future, consider the following key concepts:

Key Concepts
1.	 Progressivism is largely responsible for American’s crisis 

of confidence by having publicly attacked the legitimacy 
of the founding principles and reduced the Constitution 
to a “living,” and largely meaningless, document.

2.	 The progressive welfare state promotes habits of depen-
dency; a return to limited government would revive vir-
tues required for self-government. 

3.	 American renewal depends on recalling our first principles 
and revitalizing our civic knowledge. We must also reign in 
financially irresponsible government, unravel the adminis-
trative state and return to federalism, and hold government 
officials accountable to the terms in the Constitution.

4.	 American economic prosperity relies on free markets.

5.	 Patriotic Americans can revive our core principles and safe-
guard American constitutionalism for future generations.

conclusion

“American renewal 
depends on recalling 
our first principles 
and revitalizing our 
civic knowledge.”
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 Introduction (pp. 215-216)

The greatest threats to American liberty are not external, 
but internal. The American people are hard-working, 
wealthy, religious, and generous. The American economy 
comprises almost 25 percent of world gross domestic 
product. The military extends the United States’ power 
around the world. Yet, as a nation, the United States 
seems bent on self-destruction.

Our once-limited government now presses itself into 
nearly every sphere of private life, restricted only by 
expediency rather than principle. Congress today 
passes legislation with little deliberation, and creates 
bureaucracies that exercise legislative, executive, and 
judicial power. The courts no longer judge disputes 
under the law — they override the constitutional 
authority of the political branches and rewrite the law. 
The new administrative power of Congress and the 
new legislative power of the Supreme Court prevents 
the modern executive from controlling the execution 
of the law. Citizens have become consumers paying 
higher taxes for more government services. Government 
continues to spend money irresponsibly, leaving the bill 
for future generations. 

Question
1.	 How have Progressives transformed the legislature, 

executive, and judiciary? 

The legislature no longer actually legislates. Congress 
grants power to administrative agencies to regulate specific 
policy areas. Not only do these administrative agencies 
exercise legislative power but also executive and judi-
cial power. The judicial branch has adopted the “living” 
Constitution doctrine, which allows judges to legislate 
from the bench. Meanwhile, the executive attempts to 
rule over a vast federal bureaucracy that is largely indepen-
dent from both the executive and Congress. 

“Our once-limited 
government now 
presses itself into 
nearly every sphere 
of private life.”



      C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   C
O

R
E

   
 c

o
r

e
 

131

conclusion

American 
Renewal: 
The Case for 
Reclaiming Our 
Future

 	A New Form of Despotism? (pp. 217-219)

The modern welfare state promotes dependency, 
undermining the independence and self-reliance that are 
the hallmarks of free government. Citizens become clients 
of government, and government programs are payoffs 
to voter groups. As this culture of dependency expands 
to encompass basic human needs, as well as the material 
goods of a middle class lifestyle, a conflict emerges 
between the demands of shortsighted self-interest and the 
long-term common good. 

In this era, there is new despotism on the rise that is the 
product of a democratic love of equality and centralized 
regulation of government. By fostering dependency 
through welfare programs and promoting petty and 
selfish interests, government destroys the moral character 
required for self-government. People exchange liberty 
and self-reliance for the comfortable security of perpetual 
childhood. This creates a new, soft despotism — a 
despotism suited for people who love equality of outcome 
more than freedom. 

Question
1.	 What is soft despotism? How does it parallel with pro-

gressive reforms? 

Soft despotism occurs when citizens exchange the inde-
pendent character of a self-governing people for the child-
like, comfortable security provided by government. In us-
ing government to control and remake society, progressive 
reformers encourage dependency on the state as a replace-
ment for the private institutions that foster independent 
and self-reliant moral character. Although it is less harsh, 
government that does more and more to control our lives 
is still despotic. 

 

“By fostering 
dependency through 
welfare programs 
and promoting petty 
and selfish interests, 
government destroys 
the moral character 
required for self-
government.”
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 The Path of Decline (pp. 219-220)

American politics has always involved debate, not just 
about partisan issues, but about how we understand 
ourselves. The view of America presented today 
in the media, schools, and most of the intellectual 
community, however, is antithetical to the American 
founding principles. As a society, we have moved far 
down the progressive path. To see the end-result of 
this path, we need only look to modern Europe. These 
increasingly socialized nations have suffered serious 
decline. Europeans have lost confidence in their own 
civilization and are mostly unwilling to defend themselves 
intellectually or militarily. In contrast to the progressive 
and European view, the Founders understood there is no 
true progress beyond the enduring truths enshrined in the 
Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.

Question
1.	 What are some of the destructive consequences of the 

progressive path that can be seen in Europe today?

In Europe, birth rates are declining, people lack the 
self-reliant and independent spirit that the American 
Founders prized, administrative agencies regulate every 
aspect of life, and international institutions have sup-
planted national sovereignty. 

 �	�The Promise of American Renewal 
(pp. 221-222)

Europe’s present is not necessarily America’s future. 
Though the parallels are clear, the United States still 
maintains a political culture grounded in American 
constitutionalism. America’s founding principles are 
still a source of moral and political guidance. Renewing 

“Europeans have lost 
confidence in their 
own civilization and 
are mostly unwilling 
to defend themselves 
intellectually or 
militarily.”
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these principles is the way to get America back on track. 
In a world of moral confusion, and of arbitrary and 
unlimited government, these principles are our best 
access to permanent truths. The founding principles 
are our best ground from which to launch a radical 
questioning of the whole foundation of the progressive 
project to remake America.

Question
1.	 Why has the progressive project not been wholly suc-

cessful in the United States? 

Despite Progressives’ attacks on the founding principles, 
the American people are still largely a religious, hard-
working, and self-reliant people who shun dependency 
in favor of liberty and republican self-government. While 
Progressives have attacked these virtues, they have not 
destroyed them. Most Americans may be confused today 
about the modern meaning and application of found-
ing principles. But they still retain a commitment to 
America’s principles and institutions.

 Educating for Liberty (pp. 222-224)

There is a crisis in U.S. citizenship. Schools largely de-
legitimize the American founding principles; students 
complete degrees at elite colleges without ever taking a 
course in American history. Historicism and relativism 
rule the academy. As a result, the founding principles are 
often ignored or distorted. 

The solution to this crisis rests in teaching America’s 
first principles at all levels of our educational system. 
Civic education needs to make the principled argument 
for democratic republicanism, and this requires 
teachers trained in American history, government, and 
constitutionalism. 

“America’s founding 
principles are still a 
source of moral and 
political guidance.”

“The solution to 
this crisis rests in 
teaching America’s 
first principles at 
all levels of our 
educational system.”
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Reforming legal education is also important. For 
decades, law schools have advocated the progressive 
“living” Constitution, rather than upholding the 
traditional view of the courts and the Constitution 
itself. We must reverse course and commit ourselves 
at every level of education to promote awareness and 
appreciation of founding principles.

Question
1.	 What educational crisis does America face? What is the 

solution? 

Many citizens do not know the principles on which our 
government is established. The American people are in-
wardly attracted to the founding principles. The problem 
today is that students and citizens are not being taught 
these principles.

 �An Expression of the American 
Mind (pp. 224-226)

Civic education should not end in the classroom. 
Participatory government requires public deliberation. 
Public discussion, even among our leaders, has moved 
from serious consideration of political principles to 
narrow, partisan quibbling over political leaders’ short-
term gains. 

Despite constant criticism by academic elites, politicians, 
and the media, most Americans still believe in the 
uniqueness of this country and respect its noble ideas. 
We need to defend our principles. We must apply these 
principles creatively to modern problems, supporting 
positions consistent with them. 

We must reject the progressive understanding of rights 
as government-granted entitlements. Rights are inherent 
to man’s nature; they are not products of government. 

“Despite constant 
criticism by 
academic elites, 
politicians, and 
the media, most 
Americans still 
believe in the 
uniqueness of this 
country and respect 
its noble ideas.”
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We must retrieve and renew the principles enshrined in 
the Declaration of Independence and replace the “living” 
Constitution argument with the Founders’ Constitution 
of limited government.

Question
1.	 Part of the American political crisis stems from a crisis 

in public civic education. What is the solution to this 
problem? 

Private associations of students, alumni, and faculty 
must call for a return to the earlier method of education. 
Scholars ought to make public arguments in favor of 
America’s founding principles. 

 �	�A New Era of Constitutional 
Responsibility (pp. 226-228)

We need political leaders who understand and uphold 
America’s principles. Public officials take a solemn oath to 
support the Constitution, which means they have a moral 
obligation to abide by the founding document in carrying 
out the duties of office. For members of Congress, this 
means determining constitutional authority for bills 
they pass. For the president, it means considering the 
constitutionality of legislation, withholding approval of 
bills deemed unconstitutional, and executing the law in 
a constitutional manner. Judges are in a unique position 
to spell out the meaning and consequences of the 
Constitution. However, it is imperative to understand — 
and for judges to recognize — they are not above, outside, 
or immune from the constraints of that document.

Much of government’s work occurs outside the three 
branches in unaccountable administrative agencies and 
government bureaucracies. Congress must reclaim their 
legislative authority from them. Congress should  

“We need political 
leaders who 
understand and 
uphold America’s 
principles.”
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re-evaluate the necessity, purpose, and effectiveness of these 
agencies on a regular basis. Members of all three branches 
should justify all that they do in terms of the Constitution. 

Questions
1.	 Why is it inappropriate for the Supreme Court to rely on 

foreign law? 

To rely on foreign law is a violation of the consent prin-
ciple to be governed by anything outside of America’s 
system of constitutional government. 

2.	 How does the congressional grant of power to admin-
istrative agencies represent a challenge to American 
constitutionalism? 

Congress gives lawmaking power to unelected and largely 
unaccountable bureaucrats. These bureaucrats exercise 
executive and judicial authority in specific policy areas. 
Insulated from both the President and the Congress, 
the administrative state operates without consent of the 
American people.

 �	�Defending Free Markets and Fiscal 
Responsibility (pp. 229-231)

The right to pursue and possess private property is a 
source of opportunity, a measure of liberty, and a practical 
means to pursue happiness. For the Founders, government 
established the rule of law and provided the framework 
in which opportunity and prosperity could thrive. 
Government provided incentives to work hard in order to 
keep the fruits of one’s labor. Civil society benefited from 
the free market that allowed people to pursue their own 
self-interests as well as the common interest. 

The right to property is under assault, and needs 
protection. Excessive government involvement in the free 

“The right to pursue 
and possess private 
property is a source 
of opportunity, a 
measure of liberty, 
and a practical 
means to pursue 
happiness.”
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market is counterproductive. Taxes and regulations burden 
commerce. Politicians continue to spend taxpayer money 
irresponsibly. Economic recovery programs that grant 
government control over large portions of the economy 
produce more long-term harm than good. If America is 
to be financially secure, entitlement reform and fiscal 
discipline are the first steps. 

Question
1.	 Why must fiscal irresponsibility be reined in? 

Government spending has tripled in the last 20 years. 
By 2052, all tax money will be devoted to funding 100 
percent of already existing social welfare programs. This 
moment may arrive sooner if more entitlement programs 
are added. 

 �The Revival of Self-Government  
(pp. 231-235)

In assuming more tasks in more areas outside its 
responsibilities, modern government has greatly damaged 
American self-rule. By promoting an entitlement 
mentality and dependency rather than self-reliance and 
independence, administrative government encourages 
a character that is incompatible with republicanism. 
The state’s extended reach continues to push traditional 
social institutions into the shadows. We must reverse this 
trend and restore the standing and influence of social 
institutions meant to strengthen culture and civil society.

We must defend the family, as the nursery of citizenship 
and virtue. Restoring the role of religion in American life 
requires changing current assumptions about the radical 
separation of church and state. To return to federalism, 
states, communities, neighborhoods, families, and 
individuals must reclaim their authority from bureaucrats. 

“In assuming more 
tasks in more 
areas outside its 
responsibilities, 
modern government 
has greatly damaged 
American self-rule.”
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Education is especially ripe for reform. Decentralizing 
education would encourage innovation and competition 
and promote local involvement, which promotes self-
reliance, a sense of community and common good, and 
the virtues appropriate for free government. Patriotism, 
and an enlightened love of liberty, is also essential for free 
government’s survival. 

Question
1.	 The Progressive view of governing has transformed 

most spheres of American political and civic life. What 
obstacles must we overcome to restore self-government? 

The progressive program of entitlement and social wel-
fare programs has fostered dependency. Historicism and 
relativism has led to a public amorality that equates the 
pursuit of pleasure with freedom. To revive self-govern-
ment and its moral pre-conditions, we must dismantle 
progressive institutions, including its centralized admin-
istrative bureaucracy. 

 �Upholding Liberty in the World  
(pp. 235-237)

By the very nature of the principles upon which the 
Founders established it, the United States — more than 
any other nation in history — has a responsibility to 
defend not only the cause of liberty but the meaning of 
liberty at home and abroad.

A major purpose of American constitutionalism is to 
provide for the common defense. The United States must 
be willing and able at all times to defend itself against 
conventional and unconventional threats. Weapons 
of mass destruction in the hands of rogue nations and 
terrorists compel the U.S. government to actively defend 
our country. The United States must secure its borders, 
preserve its tradition of constitutionalism, and promote 
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the long-term prosperity of its people. This requires a 
defense of the ideas and principles that all Americans hold 
in common — the universal principles of the Declaration 
of Independence — as well as a commitment to our 
national sovereignty and independence. 

America must reclaim a sense of identity. In order 
to become an American citizen, immigrants should 
demonstrate an understanding of the principles of free 
government. Immigrants hopeful of becoming citizens 
should be able to speak our common language and 
possess good moral character. 

American policy must make the case for American 
principles of economic and political liberty, as well as the 
constitutional institutions to secure that liberty. It must 
also challenge the denial of these principles by threats, 
such as transnational populism or radical Islam. 

Question
1.	 What is public diplomacy? Why does America need to 

engage in it in today’s dangerous world of international 
affairs? 

Public diplomacy is a public argument in defense of 
America’s principles and institutions, especially to those 
throughout the world who deny these universal principles. 

 Our Noble Task (pp. 238-239)

The American Founders understood that liberty is hard to 
attain and even more difficult to keep. Still, they boldly 
placed their lives, fortunes, and sacred honor on the 
line. We can reclaim the liberty that Americans since the 
Revolution have fought and died to preserve. Our principles 
can be rediscovered, and our Constitution can be preserved. 
This is the task Americans face in the 21st century: to 
reclaim and preserve the liberty that is our birthright.

“The American 
Founders understood 
that liberty is hard to 
attain and even more 
difficult to keep.”

“American policy 
must make the 
case for American 
principles of 
economic and 
political liberty, 
as well as the 
constitutional 
institutions to secure 
that liberty.”
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go deeper
What are some of the first steps to reclaiming American 
liberty that you can take? How would you start teaching 
others about the principles of the American Founding?

Notes:  ___________________________________________________________________________________________
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conclusion

American 
Renewal: 
The Case for 
Reclaiming Our 
Future
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In the United States, the people are sovereign over their 

government. When a group of citizens study the principles and practices of 

their nation and its government, that is the first and most important step in 

the advancement of those principles and the restoration of constitutional 

government. This Leader’s Guide is a companion to We Still Hold These Truths. 

It provides everything you need to take your group on a journey through 

history to discover what defines us as a nation, asking thought-provoking 

questions to get our country back on track.

What the critics are saying about the book  
We Still Hold These Truths...

“A clear and compelling case for America’s founding principles as an enduring source of 
real, practical guidance for today, explaining how we got so far off track and laying out how 
to get our nation back on course.”

—�WILLIAM J. BENNETT, bestselling author of America: The Last Best Hope  
and nationally syndicated radio host, from the Foreword

“This book recovers the timeless truths on which our self-governing nation was
founded and which made America the model of human freedom.These first principles
are the indispensable guides policymakers need now.”

—PAUL RYAN, United States Congress

“In essentials, unity; in nonessentials, liberty. But what are those essentials? And where
do we get them from? Matthew Spalding, both a scholar and Knight Templar of the
temple of American constitutionalism, is uniquely qualified not only to shed light on
these questions but also to slay the intellectual dragons pitted against our Republic.
This is vital armament in the battle for constitutional restoration.”

—JONAH GOLDBERG, editor at large, National Review Online
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