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Creed and Culture:

“Self-Evident” Truths
and the Formation of
the American Mind

Gillian Richards Augros

he Declaration of Independence’s self-evident truths are moral

affirmations rooted in a shared vision of God, human nature, and
political purpose. Early Americans did not simply assent to notions of human
equality, rights, and just government. They imbibed and lived them. For our
Republic to last for another 250 years, we must revive the moral and cultural
conditions that make these truths evident. To revive the American mind and
heart, we must restore the sources of moral unity and prosperity. The health of
our religious and virtue-forming institutions must therefore become a central
concern of public life. Moral formation begins in the family but is sustained
and reinforced in schools, churches, and civic associations that cultivate
shared habits and loyalties.

Introduction

As we approach the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, we should reflect once again on its famous second paragraph, which
begins, “We hold these truths to be self-evident.” Though we Americans in
the 21st century still know the Declaration’s preamble, our hearts and minds
have a much looser grip on the cultural and moral foundations that once
made it intelligible. We can trace this confusion in large part to the rise of
Progressivism in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, which severed the
link between natural rights and a transcendent moral order.
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American identity underwent further shifts with the rise of Communism.
Efforts to defeat Communism in the Cold War were often coupled with the
tendency to treat America simply as a nation of ideas that could easily be exported
to the rest of the world to counter the universal, revolutionary maxims of the
Soviet Union.! American ideas of equality, rights, and democracy became unteth-
ered from the institutions, culture, people, and place in which they prospered.

The Declaration is, on this view, a creed that not only applies to the rest of
humanity, but might easily be exported to it. This abstract “creedal” notion of
American identity remains prevalent, though the prospects for its universal
application through “nation building” programs have waned.? Efforts to export
American ideals abroad have in turn bred pessimism toward our Founding prin-
ciples themselves. The debate has often taken the form of creed versus culture?

A careful study of the Declaration’s creedal elements, however, reveals
this to be a false dichotomy. A proper understanding of American identity
recognizes our Republicin part as a place—a land—with a history involving
apeople with certain cultural habits and religious beliefs. One of the unique
features of the American Founding was a set of shared truths about man,
including some that the Founders took to be self-evident.

The Declaration’s truths have not been obvious to everyone at every
time and place. Rather, these moral and political principles are self-evident
within a shared intellectual and moral context—what Thomas Jefferson
called “the American Mind.”* The Declaration’s propositions about natural
equality, natural rights, and the purpose of government are universally true
and self-evident, but these propositions require a distinct knowledge of the
terms in question and thus are self-evident only to some in practice.

Moreover, the drafters did not simply write, “These truths are self-evident.”
Theywrote, “We hold these truths to be self-evident.” Jefferson and the others
were not just asserting an abstract and isolated set of facts in the preamble.
They were expressing their belief about and in those truths. The extent to which
they are self-evident to us depends upon certain intellectual and moral habits,
such as those that shaped the Founding generation. Once we understand the
cultural soil from which these truths sprang, we can begin the more difficult
but vital task of recovering the conditions that formed the American mind.

Background
The Declaration’s second paragraph, or preamble, states:

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
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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, —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 new Government, laying its foundation on such prin-
ciples and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely
to effect their Safety and Happiness....°

In his earlier draft, Jefferson had called these truths “sacred and unde-
niable.” Benjamin Franklin appears to have replaced that phrase with
“self-evident” before the draft was sent to Congress (though some scholars
suggest it was Jefferson who made the change, given his education in 18th
century Port-Royal Logic).” Little documentation exists for why Jefferson,
Franklin, or other members of the Committee of Five made this change. As
far as we know, this substitution was not contested.® Perhaps “self-evident”
stuck because it is more persuasive.

The insertion shows that these were well-established—even if contested—
principles rather than novel ones. Appeals to equality, unalienable rights, and
the purpose of government had been defended from the Colonies’ pulpits
and in pamphlets for about a century leading up to the American Revolu-
tion.? The audience could be expected to grasp the self-evident truths in the
Declaration’s preamble. To see why these truths could be held as self-evident,
however, we must look to the moral and cultural soil from which they grew.
Only then can we appreciate the philosophical claim of “self-evidence.”

The American Republic: People, Place, Principles

The American Republic is not just an idea. It is also a place—aland—occu-
pied by particular people with a particular history. The American Founding
appealed to universal and self-evident truths. As Jefferson argued almost
half a century later, these were not novel or isolated principles. They
expressed the “harmonizing sentiments of the day” and were an “expres-
sion of the American mind.”° The American mind contained the habits
and dispositions that grew out of a distinct way of life, religious beliefs,
and moral norms cultivated over centuries and from which emerged the
distinctive fruit of the American tree.

Americans of the colonial and Founding generations were mostly English-
men steeped in a theistic, natural law tradition." They presupposed certain
truths about the world and our place in it—such as the existence of a ratio-
nal and omnipotent Creator, our creation as rational image bearers of God,
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original sin, and our duties to God and to the rest of creation. “[ T]here became
established in the minds of many Americans, elites as well as nonelites,” as
one scholar has summarized, “the conception of natural law to confirm their
faith in the majesty of God while destroying their faith in the majesty of kings.
In other words, by 1776 a great many Americans understood human govern-
ment to be an outgrowth of God’s natural law.”2

Formation of the American Mind

Religious belief formed most American minds."®* Edmund Burke noted
in his 1775 “Speech on Conciliation with the Colonies” that religion was
a “main cause” of the “free spirit” that animated the colonists.!* About 80
percent of the most relevant political pamphlets of the 1770s and 1780s
were reprinted sermons or essays from Christian ministers.”® As political
scientist Ellis Sandoz has written:

To permit the religious perspective concerning the rise of American nation-
hood to have representative expression is important because a steady atten-
tion to the pulpit from 1730 to 1805 unveils a distinctive rhetoric of political dis-
course: Preachers interpreted pragmatic events in terms of a political theology
imbued with philosophical and revelatory learning.!

Although truths about equality, human nature, and the purpose of gov-
ernment can be understood by reason alone, religion and tradition reinforce
such ideas. Moreover, it was not just religion in general, but a particular
flavor of Christianity that emerged in the northern colonies that primed
Americans forindependence. As Burke put it, “the religion most prevalent
in our northern colonies is arefinement on the principle of resistance; it is
the dissidence of dissent, and the Protestantism of the Protestant religion.””
The Puritans who migrated to the northern colonies, given their history of
suppression in England, were naturally skeptical of civil authority. This
spirit of liberty and dissidence was passed down through successive sects
that emerged, such as Congregationalism and Presbyterianism. Moreover,
the lack of spiritual hierarchy in northern colonies “reinforced the idea of
absence of hierarchy in political matters.”*

It was largely through the teachings and practices of dissident Prot-
estantism that Americans learned these truths, as popular writings and
sermons of the day reveal. George Mason’s Virginia Declaration of Rights
and later the Declaration of Independence resemble the ideas expressed in
early pamphlets and sermons that forged American independence.
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The Declaration’s Truths in Context

Created Equal. An examination of colonial sermons sheds light on
the intellectual and theological context in which the Declaration’s claims
to human equality and natural rights were broadly understood. Puritan
pastors like John Wise, for example, who has been called the “prophet of
American Democracy,”" preached about God’s providence and the laws
of nature laying the foundation for just government. Wise wrote in 1717
that “every man must be acknowledged equal to every man” and that it
thus “follows as a command of the law of nature, that every man esteem
and treat another as one who is naturally his equal, or who is a man as well
as he.” According to Wise, “The end of all good government is to cultivate
humanity, and promote the happiness of all, and the good of every man in
all his rights, his life, liberty, estate, honor, etc., without injury or abuse
done to any.”?°

Samuel Sherwood’s “Scriptural Instructions to Civil Rulers,” among the
most famous Revolutionary War sermons, articulated a Christian anthro-
pology that grounded colonial appeals to human equality:

[God] has made mankind rational creatures; and left them to choose that
which they apprehend to be most perfect in its nature and kind, and best
suited to their state, situation and circumstances. The divine constitution, and
government of God over his intelligent creatures, is fixed; and it does not
become men to exercise their invention or wisdom in seeking any alteration or
change init.?

Such sermons are in striking continuity with the classical understanding
of man as a rational animal, endowed with an intellect and a will. We are
equal insofar as we share a “human nature.” By virtue of our humanity, we
are “free” in the sense that, once our faculty of reason is ripe, we can act
deliberately rather than by mere instinct, passion, or the laws of physics.
John Adams put it thus: “By the law of nature, all men are men, and not
angels—men, and not lions—men, and not whales—men, and not eagles—
that is, they are all of the same species; and this is the most that the equality
of nature amounts to.”?

Congregational minister Elisha Williams, a legislator and rector of Yale
College, said in 1744 that “reason teaches us that all men are naturally equal
in respect of jurisdiction or dominion one over another.” He continued:

“For God having given man an understanding to direct his actions, has given
him therewith a freedom of will and liberty of acting, as properly belonging
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thereto, within the bounds of that law he is under....”?* Neither pastors nor
the American Founders taught that we should be free to act simply as we
please. We are bound by a moral law even in a state of nature. Our freedom
consists of the ability to discern right from wrong and to act accordingly.
The Founders and their contemporaries thereby distinguished between
liberty and licentiousness: True liberty is acting in accord with right reason,
while licentiousness is acting simply by passion.

Natural Rights. Just as we can discern certain duties by nature, we
derive corresponding rights. The most basic of duties—so basic that it is
anatural instinct—is self-preservation. Just as every man has the duty to
respect and preserve his life, so too does he have the duty to respect the
lives of others. This basic duty of self-preservation translates into a rights
claim: I have the right to my life, and others have a duty to respect that (and
vice versa).

This correspondence between right and duty translates to several other
natural rights as well. As Elisha Williams said: “reason tells us, all are born
thus naturally equal, i.e. with an equal right to their persons; so also with
an equal right to their preservation; and therefore to such things as nature
affords for their subsistence.”** The right to life is intrinsically tied to the
rights of liberty and property.

Baptist minister Isaac Backus characterized the principle that “no man

2

can give that which is another’s” as a maxim “which carries it’s [sic] own
evidence with it.”>® Another pamphleteer, writing under the pseudonym

“A Moderate Whig,” described the rights to self-preservation and defense
as truths of “self-evidencing clearness.” Such principles, according to the
author, were “scarcely capable of any farther elucidation than what is
offered to the rational understanding by its simple proposition, as first prin-
ciples can hardly be proven.”?® Moses Mather was just as emphatic: “[I]t is
evident, that man hath the clearest right, by the most indefeasible title, to
personal security, liberty, and private property.... And, upon this principle,
an offensive war may sometimes be justifiable, viz. when it is necessary for
preservation and defence.”?’

The pursuit of happiness has perhaps stirred up the most controversy
among the rights listed in the Declaration. Much of this controversy arises
from a modern tendency to define happiness as mere pleasure. In the
Declaration, as in colonial and Founding-era thought, however, the hap-
piness being pursued refers to man’s highest end. English jurist William
Blackstone, a key influence on the Founders, summarized God’s paternal
precept for mankind: “that man should pursue his own true and substantial
happiness.”?® American Founder James Wilson, one of only six men to sign
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both the Declaration and the Constitution, similarly said that God’s one

paternal command could be summed up as “let man pursue his own perfec-
tion and happiness.”? The notions of human “fulfillment” or “flourishing”
capture how Wilson and the other Founders understood such “perfection

and happiness.”

These ideas, far from being modern or “Enlightenment” inventions,
reflect an intellectual lineage tracing to Aristotle, Cicero, and Aquinas,*
and they find expression in the common-sense realism of the Scottish phi-
losopher Thomas Reid and in such influential English thinkers as Algernon
Sidney and Richard Hooker.*! In this tradition, happiness is understood
as a fulfillment of our nature: that is, the end (¢elos) of human life. Earthly
happiness requires some degree of material prosperity as well as moral
excellence or virtue. As George Washington emphasized in his First Inau-
gural, “there is no truth more thoroughly established, than that there
exists in the oeconomy [sic] and course of nature, an indissoluble union
between virtue and happiness....”*> John Adams similarly said that “[a]ll
sober enquiries after truth...have declared that the happiness of man, as
well as his dignity consists in virtue.”3?

The End of Government. Just as the end of man is his happiness or
fulfillment (as defined above), the end of government is the happiness or
fulfillment of the whole of society.>* As John Wise stated, “Salus Populi, or
the happiness of the people is the end of its being, or main business to be
attended and done.”®® Society forms from a distinctly human inclination
(as rational and social creatures). While not all will achieve happiness, civil
society is the best way for us to secure its natural preconditions, including
security and material prosperity.

In 1730, Congregationalist minister Benjamin Colman delivered a
sermon, subsequently printed for colonists of Boston, in which he declared
that “as more proper to the present order and happiness of mankind, [God]
has appointed the government of men to be by men. So the peace, tranquil-
ity and flourishing of places are made to depend on the wisdom and fidelity
of their rulers, in the good administration of the government.”3¢

This is not to say that the Founders and their colonial predecessors
held a utopian view of society or of human nature. They held a sober view
of human nature that was informed by the Christian doctrine of original
sin. We are capable of virtue but are still inclined toward vice. As Samuel
Sherwood put it, “Error and imperfection belongs to every individual of the
human race.”® For this reason, we need government to keep us in check. “If
men were angels,” as Federalist No. 51 famously argued, “no government
would be necessary.”*® At the same time, government is composed of men,
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so there must be checks upon it as well. Moreover, given our fallenness and
basic equality, no one human is qualified to exercise absolute power over
others without their consent.*

American colonists well understood this basic principle of popular con-
sent. As early as 1638, 50 years before Locke published his famous Two
Treatises of Government, Rev. Thomas Hooker of Connecticut said in a
sermon before the General Court that “[t]he foundation of authority is laid
in the free consent of the people,” and “the choice of public magistrates
belongs to the people by God’s own allowance.”*°

Right of Rebellion. Ultimately, the purpose of government is to secure
the peace and tranquility—in a word, happiness—of its citizens, but gov-
ernment, if left unchecked, can devolve into anarchy or tyranny and fail to
fulfill its primary end. Rebellion is warranted for sufficiently grave reasons.
Rev. Jonathan Mayhew, one of the most influential ministers to pave the way
for independence, made the biblical case for resisting unjust government
in his 1750 sermon “A Discourse Concerning Unlimited Submission and
Non-Resistance to the Higher Powers,”* which John Adams admired as

“the spark that ignited the American Revolution.”*? Mayhew interpreted
colonial experience in light of Romans 13, in which St. Paul wrote, “Let
every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no power but of
God: the powers that be are ordained of God.... Therefore he who resists
the authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will
incur condemnation.”

At first, the passage seems to forbid rebellion against any government.
However, Mayhew argued that St. Paul was referring to righteous govern-
ment, whose rulers, as the apostle writes, “are not a terror to good works,
but to the evil.” A primary end of government is to “punish evil doers,” as
Mayhew says, and defend the innocent. But if rulers are “partial in their
administration of justice” and the innocent fear punishment as much as
the guilty, then “the main end of civil government will be frustrated.” Thus,
Mayhew asks, “what reason is there for submitting to that government,
which does by no means answer the design of government?”*® Christians
cannot in good faith obey a government if its commands are at odds with
God’s higher law.

Mayhew and other patriotic ministers took this logic a step further: Not
only are we not obliged to obey an unjust government—we also have a duty
to resist it. “To love ourselves, and truly to seek our own welfare, is both
our liberty and our indispensible duty,” said Isaac Backus in 1773.** The
Suffolk Resolves, passed the next year in opposition to Britain’s “Intolera-
ble Acts,” similarly invoked the duty to resist tyranny that stems from the

MARCH 2026 | 8



FIRST PRINCIPLES | No. 119

heritage.org

“indispensable Duty which we owe to GOD, our Country, Ourselves and
Posterity....”*

Mayhew’s revolutionary reading of Romans 13 reflected a modern
development in Christian teaching, though it was not unprecedented.*®
The explicit right to revolution emerged around the 16th century. Spanish
Jesuits articulated a theory of resistance that built upon earlier teachings
concerning just law and just war. Notably, Francisco Suarez argued that
political authority ultimately resides in the community even when that
authorityis transferred to a ruler or ruling body. The community therefore
retains a right, in sufficiently grave circumstances, to resist a tyrant.*” A
parallel theory of resistance also developed within the Calvinist tradition,
most notably with the 1579 publication of Vindiciae Contra Tyrannos (A
Defence of Liberty Against Tyrants).*®

Akey caveat is that revolution is a grave matter. As the Declaration notes,
“governments long established should not be changed for light and transient
causes.” Accordingly, resistance to tyranny—like just war—requires proper
authority, just cause, and right intention and must be undertaken only as
alast resort with reasonable probability of success and proportionate out-
come.” These are matters of prudence, and some of the Founders, like John
Dickinson, opposed revolution against Britain on such grounds.

Understanding “Self-Evidence” in the Declaration

The beliefs described above are not mere backstory to the American
Founding. Jefferson and the Committee of Five channeled these beliefs into
the Declaration of Independence. Jefferson’s appeals to “the laws of nature
and of nature’s God” and subsequent truths about natural equality, natural
rights, and the purpose of government were not isolated propositions. They
expressed a shared moral and political vision.

By “self-evident,” the Founders did not mean that these truths were
obvious to everyone. Rather, these truths are self-evident at least to some:
namely, to those with the proper moral and intellectual cultivation to guide
natural reason. To sincerely claim that these truths are self-evident, how-
ever, one must be able to hold them as such. The Founders were stating a
special form of what modern analytic philosophers refer to as a “proposi-
tional attitude statement.”*°

Jefferson did not write the isolated proposition, “All men are created
equal.” Nor did he write, “We believe everyone has the right to life” as if
he were stating a particular cultural preference. Nor did he state that men
have aright to life, liberty, and so forth. Nor did he write, “These truths are
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self-evident.” He wrote, and the Founders signed, a collective propositional
attitude statement that takes the form of a creed. He wrote, “We hold these
truths to be self-evident.” Jefferson and the men who signed the Declaration
were professing a beliefin truths that they took to be self-evident. Moreover,
given the circumstances in which the Declaration was signed, the Founders
staked their lives on these truths.

Many 18th century English thinkers in the vein of John Locke under-
stood self-evident propositions to be fundamental premises in a syllogism,
roughly equivalent to axioms in mathematics. Logician William Duncan,
who taught Jefferson’s teacher William Small, followed Locke in arguing
that the subject and predicate of a self-evident proposition must be iden-
tical: They must bear the evidence for their truth in themselves.* This
understanding of self-evidence is akin to what philosophers later termed

“analytically true” propositions—those that are true by virtue of the mean-
ings of the words alone.*® For instance, the statement that “a bacheloris an
unmarried man of marriageable age” is analytically true, or self-evident,
once one knows what “bachelor” means.

The truths listed in the second paragraph of the Declaration do not neatly
fit this definition. As scholar Michael Zuckert points out, the statement that
“all men are created equal” depends on intervening ideas about the existence
of a God who created the world and humankind in a certain way.”® Because
Zuckert limits self-evident propositions to tautological statements, he argues
that what the Founders meant is that we should hold these truths “as if” they
are self-evident. Zuckert concludes that the truths of the Declaration are only
“functionally and politically” self-evident rather than strictly so.

Zuckertis correct that the holding of these truths by Americans as a people
is significant. Indeed, this creedal statement may have constituted the colo-
nists into one people distinct from the British—though it no more exhausts
the meaning of America than the Apostles’ Creed exhausts the life of the
Christian. In any case, the problem with Zuckert’s proposed solution is that
the drafters did not write “We hold (or should hold) these truths ‘as if” they
are self-evident.” They wrote that they held “these truths to be self-evident.”>*

A Broader Account

Locke’s empiricism leads to a narrow interpretation of self-evidence. If
one insists upon his definition and imputes it to the Declaration’s drafters,
thenitis hard to say how the truths are self-evident in the strict sense. But
this was not the only definition of self-evidence on offer. Jefferson was
influenced by Locke, but also by Scottish Enlightenment thinkers like
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Francis Hutcheson, Lord Kames, and Thomas Reid.*® The Scottish school
developed the notion of “moral” or “common sense”—a human faculty or
instinct by which we grasp basic principles of right and wrong. Locke, by
contrast, believed the mind was a blank slate and we grasp self-evidence
only through agreement of things external to the self.>

We can also consider scholastic understandings of self-evidence which
were transmitted, at least indirectly, into Founding political philosophy.®’
According to Thomas Aquinas, for a statement “to be self-evident [per se
notal, its predicate is contained in the notion of the subject.”*® There must
be an essential or necessary correspondence between terms.** The terms in

“all men are created equal” are essentially connected insofar as all men share
ahuman nature (for example, man is, as Aristotle and Aquinas maintained,
arational animal). Similarly, once we know what government is, then its
purpose (to secure happiness rightly defined) is evident.

Moreover, contrary to common assumption, not all self-evident truths
are evident to everyone. As Aquinas saw it, among self-evident truths, some
are evident to everyone (per se nota omnibus), while others are known only
to some (per se nota quoad nos).*®° Philosopher Christopher Kaczor observes
that in the Declaration of Independence, ““we hold’ in English might be
understood as making a similar qualification to the claim of self-evidence
as quoad nos [evident only to some] does in Latin.”®

Self-evident propositions knowable only to some require an “intellectual
habituation” by which one grasps the terms or concepts in question. Aqui-
nas believed that all humans have natural habits to grasp first principles. In
the realm of moral reasoning, this habit is synderesis: the “habitual capacity
possessed by man to discern immediately, from certain general, moral prin-
ciples.”®? To apply synderesis correctly, however, our consciences must be
properly formed. This requires the virtue of prudence.

As Scottish philosopher Thomas Reid later argued, some truths are
self-evident only to those whose “understanding and moral faculty are
ripe.”®® Ethical and political principles often demand special cultivation
to be grasped as self-evident because, as Aristotle noted, different domains
of knowledge have different levels of precision. “[ T]he demands made of
given arguments should accord with the subject matter in question,” and
matters of conduct cannot be ordered by simple axioms.®* Alexander Ham-
ilton similarly said in Federalist No. 31 that “it cannot be pretended that
the principles of moral and political knowledge have the same degree of
certainty with those of mathematics....”% Yet the obscurity of moral and
political truths “is much oftener in the passions and prejudices of the rea-
soner than in the subject.”
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For this reason, we must be formed morally and intellectually to grasp
the true principles of politics and morality, as these subjects do not have
the same degree of certainty that, for example, geometry or chemistry has.
The truths of the Declaration fall under this category. They are in principle
discernible by the natural faculty of reason, but they are not obvious to
everyone. Rather, they are clear to those of sufficient education and moral
formation. Jefferson then set forth widely shared truths in that second para-
graph, allowing Americans to see these propositions as necessarily related.

Conclusion: Reclaiming the American Mind

The very fact that so many Americans no longer see the truths of the Dec-
laration as self-evident is a sign of our civilizational crisis. The Declaration’s
self-evident truths are moral affirmations rooted in a shared vision of God,
human nature, and political purpose. Early Americans did not simply assent
to notions of human equality, rights, and just government. They imbibed
and lived these truths. As President Calvin Coolidge put it, “These great
truths were in the air that our people breathed.”®¢

If we want our Republic to last for the next 250 years, we must revive the
moral and cultural conditions that make these truths evident once again.
We of course need to correct the prevailing tendencies of relativism and
positivism that have captured our institutions and popular imagination, but
the solution requires more than simply teaching certain ideas and uprooting
others. After all, the Founders did not just believe that truths about God,
human nature, and the purpose of government were self-evident; they also
believed in them—so much so that they risked their lives to defend them.

To revive the American mind and heart, we must restore the sources
of moral unity and prosperity. As George Washington said in his Farewell
Address, “Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosper-
ity, Religion and morality are indispensable supports.” The health of our
religious and virtue-forming institutions must therefore become a central
concern of public life. Moral formation begins in the family but is sustained
and reinforced in schools, churches, and civic associations that cultivate
shared habits and loyalties.

Education plays a crucial role in this process. Reviving liberal education,
properly understood, is essential. It was this form of education that shaped
the Founding generation, drawing from the Western canon that originated
in Athens and Rome, and was taken up into a larger synthesis in Christian
theology, history, and practice. Such education does not merely transmit
information or skills; it habituates students in first principles and helps to
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form the moral and civic virtues that are necessary for self-government.
In particular, we must restore virtues associated with love of country—
gratitude, duty, and responsibility. Such civic and educational renewal, in

turn, means restoring the free exercise of religion in place of the multicul-
tural relativism and secularism that currently guards the borders of the

public square.

Our Republic, to paraphrase John Adams, is one for a moral and reli-
gious people, which in turn forged our Constitution and our Founding creed.
The critical question in 2026 is this: Are we still the same people for whom
it was made?

Gillian Richards Augros is a Senior Research Associate in the B. Kenneth Simon Center for
American Studies at The Heritage Foundation.
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