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Rooting the Future in History

Please Visit Us at The Levey Mansion –Where Indianapolis’ Rich 
History Meets Today’s Most Important Conversations
Perched at the corner of Meridian and 29th Streets in downtown Indianapolis, the historic Louis H. Levey Mansion serves 
as an ideal vantage point for Sagamore Institute to conduct its work as a think tank in America’s Heartland. 

Originally built in the early 20th century by Indianapolis businessman Louis H. Levey, the mansion remains an integral 
part of what is today known as Historic Square. The legacy began when Mr. Levey joined his illustrious neighbor, Charles 
W. Fairbanks, in hosting such luminaries as Fairbanks’ former boss, President Teddy Roosevelt. 
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In Prospect

Ideas matter. And perhaps more than any other 
country, ideas have shaped America’s institutions, 
its citizens and its national identity.  As G.K. Ches-
terton famously wrote, “America is the only nation 
founded on a creed.” Echoing Chesterton, Presi-
dent Dwight Eisenhower said of  the founding fa-
thers, “They proclaimed to all the world the revolu-
tionary doctrine of  the divine rights of  the common 
man. That doctrine has ever since been the heart of  
the American faith.” That revolutionary proclama-
tion continues on across time as it imbibes our laws, 
history, government, communities and civil society 
with enduring purpose. Indeed, ideas matter. 

The American Idea was—and remains—a blue-
print that improved the human condition and 
changed the course of  history. While our democrat-
ic republic and free-market economy are not always 
operationally perfect, they are still admired the 
world over. Universal concepts such as liberty, self-
rule, individual dignity, self-government, prosperity, 
equality and faith make up the core of  American-
ism. And while these grand concepts remain ill 
defined in our national psyche, they detract nothing 
from the American Idea; rather, their vague compo-
sition fuels the great conversation that is American 
democracy.

And yet the transmission of  the ideas that shape 
America is not passive. They require the intentional 
transfer of  knowledge, virtue and identity from one 
generation to the next. It is this inheritance that es-
tablished the United States, and it is this inheritance 
that is continually in danger of  being lost.

Our Founders believed that our democratic exper-
iment required an informed citizenry. This convic-
tion has only been amplified by the threat of  global 
terrorism. No longer is war the sole domain of  
states, rather individuals are paramount in the ideo-
logical struggle between those who love freedom 
and those who feel threatened by it. Since Ameri-
cans cannot defend what they do not understand, 
learning our nations’ first principles is essential.

Therefore it is troubling to learn that most Amer-
ican students score lower on civic education than 
any other subject. Other studies reveal that an 
astounding number of  Americans of  all ages lack 
the ability to place key historical events within their 
appropriate century or grasp the meaning of  even 
one of  the nation’s founding documents. Dr. Bruce 
Cole, professor emeritus at Indiana University and 
CEO of  the American Revolution Center, refers to 
this trend as “American Amnesia.” He argues,

“…because democracy needs to be learned by 
each generation, we are in danger of  losing the 
precious gift of  self-governance that our Founding 
generation bequeathed to us. As careful students of  
history, our nation’s Founders knew that republics 
were fragile and that government “of  the people, by 
the people, and for the people” would not endure 
without an informed citizenry.”

Thomas Jefferson, U.S. president from 1801–1809, 
warned, “If  a nation expects to be ignorant and 
free, it expects what never was and never will be.” 
Nearly 200 years later, in his farewell address from 
the Oval Office, President Ronald Reagan warned 
against the “eradication of  the American memory 
that could result, ultimately, in an erosion of  the 
American spirit.”

Answering the charge of  great Americans past and 
present, this edition of  American Outlook is dedicated 
to educating for the American Idea as is a core por-
tion of  Sagamore Institute’s programming. 

Heeding Jefferson and Reagan’s warning, Dr. Wil-
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liam J. Bennett formed a partnership with Saga-
more Institute to resuscitate the study of  American 
history. Dr. Bennett drew on his experience as U.S. 
Secretary of  Education and as the chairman for the 
National Endowment for the Humanities as well 
as his days teaching in university classrooms, to au-
thor a set of  groundbreaking history textbooks. In 
tandem, he recruited Sagamore Senior Fellow Rex 
Bolinger to lead a team of  nationally renowned ed-
ucators to implement this new model in secondary 
schools around the country.

Sagamore Institute was honored to assist Dr. 
Bennett as he sought to “recapture the glory” and 
“conviction about American greatness and pur-
pose” in history. In the third section of  this maga-
zine, you can read more about this project entitled 
“America: The Last Best Hope.”

As a think tank, Sagamore Institute is in the ideas 
business.  With our location in America’s Heart-
land, our Midwestern mindset drives us to put 
those ideas into action. We aim to refresh the 
American Idea for the next generation and to em-
bed its principles into projects that will repair what 
is broken in society and advance new solutions to 
stubborn problems. Our work requires an informed 
citizenry engaged in their communities and spheres 
of  influence. Sagamore invites you to join us in this 
citizen-centered movement, which has been a cen-
tral component of  the American Idea throughout 
our years as a republic.
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President
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The 

American   Idea
Editor’s Note:  This article was the last written 
by the renowned journalist Theodore White.  It 
is unfinished just as our nation aspires toward 
a more perfect Union.

The idea was there at the very beginning, well be-
fore Thomas Jefferson put it into words--and the 
idea rang the call.

Jefferson himself could not have imagined the 
reach of his call across the world in time ot come 
when he wrote:

“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”

But over the next two centuries the call would 
reach the potato patches of Ireland, the ghettoes 
of Europe, the paddyfields of China, stirring farm-
ers to leave their lands and townsmen their trades 
and thus unsettling all traditional civilizations.

It is the call from Thomas Jefferson, embodied 
in the great statue that looks down the Narrows 
of New York Harbor, and in the immigrants who 
answered the call, that we now celebrate.

Some of the first European Americans had come 
to the new continent to worship God in their 
own way, others to seek their fortunes. But over 

by Theodore H. White

a century-and-a-half, the new world changed 
those Europeans, above all the Englishmen who 
had come to North America. Neither King nor 
Court nor church could stretch over the ocean to 
the wild continent. To survive, the first emigrants 
had to learn how to govern themselves. But the 
freedom of the wilderness whetted their appetites 
for more freedoms. By the time Jefferson drafted 
his call, men were in the field fighting for those 
new-learned freedoms, killing and being killed 
by English soldiers, the best-trained troops in the 
world, supplied by the world’s greatest navy. Only 
something worth dying for could unite American 
volunteers and keep them in the field--a stated 
cause, a flag, a nation they could call their own.

When, on the Fourth of July, 1776, the colonial 
leaders who had been meeting as a Continental 
Congress in Philadelphia voted to approve Jef-
ferson’s Declaration of Independence, it was not 
puffed-up rhetoric for them to pledge to each 
other “our lives, our fortunes and our sacred hon-
or.” Unless their new “United States of America” 
won the war, the Congressmen would be judged 
traitors as relentlessly as would the irregulars-un-
der-arms in the field. And all knew what English 
law allowed in the case of a traitor. The victim 
could be partly strangled; drawn, or disembow-
eled, while still alive, his entrails then burned and 
his body quartered.

The new Americans were tough men fighting for 
a very tough idea. How they won their battles is 
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The 

American   Idea
Cover Feature

a story for the schoolbooks, studied by scholars, 
wrapped in myths by historians and poets.

But what is most important is the story of the idea 
that made them into a nation, the idea that had an 
explosive power undreamed of in 1776.

All other nations had come into being among 
people whose families had lived for time out of 
mind on the same land where they were born. 
Englishmen are English, Frenchmen are French. 
Chinese are Chinese, while their governments 
come and go; their national states can be torn 
apart and remade without losing their nation-
hood. But Americans are a nation born of an idea; 
not the place, but the idea, created the United 
States Government.”

Excerpts from an unfinished article here entitled 
“The American Idea” by Theodore H. White. 
Copyright 1986 by the New York Times

Theodore White. He was one of the most 
accomplished writers in his generation. He 
was a journalist, essayist and historian. His 
gift for storytelling was shown when he won 
the Pulitzer Prize for his novel The Making of 
the President, 1960. This article named “The 
American Idea” as put by the American Read-
er, was written to commemorate the two-hun-
dred-tenth birthday of the United States.
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Scholars, novelists, politicians, artists, and others look 
ahead to the future of  the American idea.  Re-printed 
by permission of  The Atlantic.

A Proposition
The future of  the American idea has of  course to do 
with the question of  permanency. It is here and there 
observed that the man who wrote the Declaration of  
Independence and those who signed it were schooled 
enough in history to acknowledge, though they did 
not endorse, the proposition (Lincoln’s word) that the 
ideals hailed in that declaration were adventitious in 
our history.

I would doubt any claim that the American idea is 
finally validated by historical and human experience. 
It is, for men and women of  my perspective, judged 
to be secure in warranting perpetual loyalties. But 
ours are loyalties to an ideal, not to a revelation, and 
this must have been the reason, even if  he was not 
conscious of  it, why Lincoln referred to the American 
“proposition.”

By the measure of  fragility, surely the doctrine of  hu-
man equality is most at risk. Yet it is that proposition 
in American idealism that most sublimely transcends 
science, asserting as it does a distinction that elevates 
Homo sapiens beyond the reach of  science and evolu-
tion.

I plead the continuing relevance of  the American 
idea, but acknowledge that I do so moved mostly by 
proud possessiveness, and of  course grounded in the 
bulwark of  Christian faith.

William F. Buckley, Jr. is the founding editor of  National 
Review.

Decency
George  L. Kelling and James Q. Wilson

In thinking about the American idea, we decided to 
revisit a concept we first took up in these pages 25 
years ago.

The American Idea
Americans value both order and freedom, and draw-
ing a line between the two is no easy task. This may 
seem especially true where the more routine aspects 
of  public order are concerned: How much freedom 
must be sacrificed in order to have quiet streets free 
of  graffiti, aggressive panhandlers, prostitutes, and 
teenage gangs? Taken alone, few of  these kinds of  
disorder constitute major crimes—but taken together, 
they deeply worry people who want to go about their 
public business secure in the sense that our society, and 
not some disorderly faction within it, controls public 
spaces.

In 1982, we argued in this magazine that the police 
should take public disorder as seriously as they take 
criminal conduct. We urged them to resume doing 
what was once one of  their major tasks: constraining 
the public activity of  drunks, panhandlers, prostitutes, 
and gangs. And to this should be added a new assault 
on graffiti.

We suggested two rationales for this change: First, 
people feel threatened by public disorder; second, the 
chance that greater order would reduce crime rates. 
The first statement is obviously true; the second was a 
conjecture that has still been only partially tested.

Community order, we argued, would bring decent 
people back on the streets and discourage criminals 
from using public places; certain kinds of  crimes 
(assault, robbery, and auto theft), therefore, would 
subsequently decline.

Virtually all of  the evidence we have from studies of  
the police suggests that restoring order is associated 
with a drop in crime. This is reassuring, but it may not 
be conclusive. The idea has never been fully tested.
Public order is achieved neither by leaving alone 
everyone who is not a serious criminal nor by harass-
ing everyone who uses the streets; it is achieved by a 
combination of  family training, neighborhood norms, 
and official constraints that induce people to follow 
widely shared rules of  behavior. Social science cannot 
settle the question of  how much order ought to be 
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maintained; that is a question of  morality and politics. 
In this country, the public’s view seems quite clear: 
People believe, we think rightly, that it is a good thing 
if  routine misconduct is discouraged by the gentle 
action of  opinion and authority. It is rarely necessary 
to arrest an aggressive drunk, a rowdy gang member, 
or a graffiti artist; it is usually sufficient to discourage 
them by firm reminders. True freedom is encouraged 
by an environment of  public decency and discouraged 
by one of  neglect and disorder.

Decency in public places may be only a small part 
of  the American idea, but especially for those people 
living in dangerous, gang-ridden neighborhoods, it is 
an important one.

James Q. Wilson is the Ronald Reagan Professor of  Public Policy 
at Pepperdine University. George L. Kelling is a professor at the 
Rutgers-Newark School of  Criminal Justice and a senior fellow at the 
Manhattan Institute. 

What is Liberty?
No one more starkly differentiated the American idea 
of  liberty from that of  secular France than Alexis 
de Tocqueville. In its true light, he wrote, American 
civilization is the product … of  two perfectly distinct 
elements which elsewhere have often been at war with 
one another but which in America it was somehow 
possible to incorporate into each other, forming a mar-
velous combination. I mean the spirit of  religion and 
the spirit of  freedom.

The continental idea of  liberty is secular. In America, 
by contrast, the fires of  independence were lit from the 
pulpits of  Puritan and evangelical churches. The con-
tinental idea pits liberty against law. Americans sing, 
“Confirm thy soul in self-control / Thy liberty in law.” 
In America, liberty is not about doing what you feel 
like doing, but about doing what you know you ought 
to do. It is self-government, self-mastery, self-control. It 
is a sense of  duty, personal responsibility, and honor.

This particular idea of  liberty— although an idea of  
very long lineage— helps to explain why in America 
religion and liberty formed “a marvelous combina-

tion.” In America, at least, Tocqueville observes:

Freedom sees religion as the companion of  its 
struggles and triumphs, the cradle of  its infancy, 
and the divine source of  its rights. Religion is con-
sidered as the guardian of  mores, and mores are 
regarded as the guarantee of  the laws and pledge 
for the maintenance of  freedom itself.

Ben Franklin proposed as the national motto “Rebel-
lion against tyrants is obedience to God.” The Virgin-
ians defined liberty of  conscience as a natural right. 
They based “the first secular nation” on Judeo-Chris-
tian premises about God and conscience—that is, 
acknowledging not the right of  Americans alone, nor 
of  Christians and Jews alone, but of  all human beings, 
including “Mahometans, Hindoos,” and atheists.

There are, alas, many jihadist fascists on this planet 
who do not believe in such a natural right and are de-
termined to crush all who do. There is also an internal 
danger. No longer, it appears, are religion and free-
dom in America working in “marvelous combination.” 
No longer do they see each other as companions.

To continue a reasoned dialogue, worthy of  secular 
and religious people alike, both sides must show mutu-
al respect and work hard to see the world through the 
eyes of  the other, if  only as a gesture of  mutual honor.

Events are drawing Americans into ever-deeper spir-
itual and rational self-examination. Our idea of  free-
dom has both secular and biblical roots—in Greece 
and Rome as well as the British Enlightenment, and 
in the concept that the Creator is spirit and truth, and 
sees directly into the conscience of  each of  us. The 
link between conscience and Creator is inalienable—
no one dares interfere with it. Before the Creator, each 
of  us is empowered to say no as well as yes. Thus in its 
religious roots, the American idea of  freedom recog-
nizes the free consciences of  all.

This distinctive concept of  liberty is a great strength. 
But it is also fragile, for it is rooted in ideas. To break 
the transmission of  those ideas requires only a single 
generation of  inattentiveness, under the constant fire 
of  what Abraham Lincoln called “the silent artillery 
of  time.”

Michael Novak, the winner of  the 1994 Templeton Prize, holds 
the G. F. Jewett Chair in Religion, Philosophy, and Public Policy at 
the American Enterprise Institute.
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Indiana Invests in 
National Treasures
In 1765 John Adams wrote, “Liberty cannot be pre-
served without a general knowledge among the people 
. . . “ Tucked away in the American heartland, The 
Liberty Fund and the Remnant Trust, are keeping 
Adams’ call. Located in Indianapolis and Winona 
Lake respectively, these institutions are preserving 
and transmitting the ideas that have shaped western 
civilization and that have manifested in the American 
experiment—freedom, dignity, rule of  law, reason, 
equality, and justice. Both institutions look to the past 
to establish a citizenry worthy of  their own democracy. 

From Plato to Mills, the canon of  the West bares these 
ideas, which continue to echo their wisdom today. 
Based on an ardent belief  that these ideas still hold 
relevance for today, the Liberty Fund and the Rem-
nant Trust are exposing the world to the best of  them. 
For their part, the Liberty Fund’s publishing activities, 
seminars and educational resources invite lovers of  
freedom to converse with the great thinkers of  the 
past and present and to determine how our future 
might be shaped by them. The Remnant Trust truly 
democratizes history. Through its investment in rare, 
historic works and allowing people to interact with 
the artifacts, the Remnant Trust blows the dust off  of  
these ideas and presents them to a new generation in 
the hopes of  exciting curiosity. 

Both institutions were established by Hoosier business-
men who used their private enterprise for the public 
good. The Liberty Fund was established by Pierre F. 
Goodrich, an Indianapolis businessman whose re-
lentless drive to understand human freedom led him 
to create an organization that continues the search 
across history and in rigorous conversations. Likewise, 
the Remnant Trust’s founder, Brian Bex, has used his 
wealth to invest in posterity by allowing citizens young 
and old to interact with the thinkers that left us an 
intellectual inheritance. 

While born in Indiana, these institutions exhibit signif-
icant national influence. To date the Liberty Fund has 
hosted over 3000 seminars in the United States and 
around the world. And the Remnant Trust partners 

with institutions all over the United States to host 
exhibits. Currently, the Remnant Trust has an exhibit 
on display at the Pulliam Family Great Books Gallery 
at the Newseum in Washington D.C.

In the pages ahead, you’ll have a chance to dig deeper 
into the stories of  these national treasures. This 
section begins with a snapshot of  the life of  Pierre F. 
Goodrich, the founder of  the Liberty Fund. It goes 
on to introduce readers to the resources available on 
the Online Library of  Liberty and the Liberty Fund’s 
other educational resources. Following the exposé on 
the Liberty Fund, readers can glimpse some of  the 
historical treasures held by the Remnant Trust and see 
how some of  these works have contributed the Amer-
ican idea. Finally, readers can learn about the Pulliam 
family’s partnership with the Remnant Trust to host 
the Great Books exhibit at the Newseum in Wash-
ington, D.C.  From the Federalist Papers to the first 
printing of  the U.S. Constitution in pamphlet form, 
this exhibit displays works that could be considered the 
cornerstones of  freedom. 

The Liberty 
Fund
Indianapolis businessman Pierre F. Goodrich harbored 
an insatiable curiosity, driven by a desire to understand 
the nature of  human freedom. Mr. Goodrich read 
widely in the Great Books tradition, works from both 
the east and west. Authors Goodrich frequently rec-
ommended include Aeschylus, Thucydides, Cicero, St. 
Augustine, John Locke, Adam Smith, William Black-
stone, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, Goethe, 
Lord Acton, F. A. Hayek, and Richard M. Weaver. 
Guiding his conversation with these great thinkers 
were three questions: What am I? Can I? Ought I? 

What am I? Can I? Ought I?
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Goodrich was born on September 10, 1894 in Win-
chester, Indiana.  His father served as governor of  In-
diana and was a successful businessman.  The younger 
Goodrich favored ideas over politics but did follow his 
father’s footsteps into business.  He successfully led the 
Indiana Telephone Company, Peoples Loan and Trust 
and Ayrshire Collieries Corporation.

He thought leadership and civic enterprises included 
board service for his alma mater, Wabash College as 
well as the Great Books Foundation, Mont Pelerin So-
ciety, Institute for Humane Studies and Foundation for 
Economic Freedom.  His two worlds converged when 
he founded the Liberty Fund in 1960 and published 
“Education in a Free Society” in 1973 with co-author 
Benjamin Rogge.

Mr. Goodrich observed that human beings are far 
from perfect and have only a partial understanding 
of  their own nature. In turn, he believed institutions 
to be fraught with imperfections. He was particular-
ly concerned that intellectual hubris can lead to an 
unfounded certainty about the nature of  the world 
and to dangerous “solutions.” This abuse of  reason, he 
thought, leads to restrictive institutional arrangements 
that concentrate political and economic power. Such 
concentrations invariably erode liberty and moral 
values.

The responsible course of  action in an imperfect 
world, Mr. Goodrich believed, consists of  making 
those choices that favor liberty from among the 
imperfect options available. A commitment to liberty 
in all its dimensions (intellectual, religious, economic, 
and political among them) offers the best chance to 
decentralize power and to release individual, creative 
initiatives. A free society may maintain and enhance 
individual liberty and excellence, a genuine concern 
for others, a framework for social order, and economic 
wellbeing. Mr. Goodrich applauded the development 
of  private competitive enterprise, the rule of  law, and 
the separation of  power for their contribution to and 
protection of  liberty.

Mr. Goodrich believed that education in a free society 
requires a dialogue centered around the great ideas 
of  civilization. He saw learning as an ongoing process 
of  discovery, not limited to traditional institutional 
settings or specific ages. Education is, in his view, a 
lifelong responsibility of  each individual. 

Mr. Goodrich founded the Liberty Fund as an insti-
tutional embodiment of  his quest for understanding. 
Upon his death in 1973, Mr. Goodrich left most of  
his estate to the Foundation for the purpose of  ex-
ploring the many dimensions of  liberty. This interest 
is reflected in the name he chose for the Foundation. 
Today, Liberty Fund continues in the conviction that 
the best way to promote the ideal of  a society free and 
responsible individuals is through full and open discus-
sion among people of  varying ages, backgrounds and 
occupations. As a complement to that process, Liberty 
Fund publishes books that are essential elements in the 
discussion of  liberty and responsibility. The Liberty 
Fund catalogue has accumulated a catalogue of  about 
400 titles that have contributed to our understanding 
of  liberty. 
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Urukagina 
Circa 2350 BC

The Code 
of Hammurabi
1792-1750 BC

Moses
1300 BC

King David
1010-970 BC

Homer
900 BC

Upanishas
1000-650 BC

Micah
800 BC

Isaiah
800 BC

Amos
800 BC

Hosea
800 BC

Hosea
Circa 786-721 BC

Hesiod
700 BC

Code of  Ur-Nammu
Circa 2050 BC

The Code of  Ur-Nammu was written during the reign of  Ur-Nammu (ca. 2050 B.C.), who 
ruled after his predecessor successfully expelled the Gutian invaders from Sumeria. Ur-Nam-
mu initiated a vigorous revival of  Sumerian culture, of  which the code is the most enduring 
legacy. It is one of  the earliest lists of  laws yet discovered and is usually seen as the precursor 
to the Code of  Hammurabi. Although the Sumerians were not Semites, the civilization they 
created shaped the Semitic empires that followed, including the Babylonian Empire of  Ham-
murabi. To the extent that the original cuneiform can be interpreted, Ur-Nammu’s Code is a 
list of  tax codes, ceremonial laws, courtroom procedures, rules for litigation, and penalties for 
various infractions. It is an early step on the long road toward the ideal of  the rule of  law.

Gilgamesh
?-2700 BC

In addition to the 180-some seminars the Liberty Fund 
holds around the world each year, they have brought 
great ideas and great conversations to citizens. The 
organization manages three educational websites 
dedicated to transmitting the ideas of  liberty. The 
Library of  Economics and Liberty (www.econlib.org/) 
features articles, book reviews, multimedia resources, 
and a repository of  curriculum ideas for teachers. 
Numerous great books on economics and liberty are 
available in their entirety on the website. In addition to 
“Econ Lib,” the Liberty Fund hosts the online Library 
of  Liberty (oll.libertyfund.org/), which makes available 
critical collected works from the Enlightenment, the 
Founding Era as well as on natural law and other topics. Users are free to create and share their own reading 
lists, and carry a conversation with other inquiring minds through the forum. The third web property that the 
Liberty Fund manages is the Library of  Law and Liberty (www.libertylawsite.org). This rich repository of  com-
mentary, blogs, podcasts and book reviews also contains a forum for individuals to interact around great ideas. 
Through these mediums, citizens can continue the legacy left by Pierre F. Goodrich and perpetuated by the 
Liberty Fund; that is, to inquire about great ideas and to pursue freedom in all of  its manifestations. 

Zarathushtra
628-522 BC
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Thales
624-546 BC

Job
600 BC

Lao Tzu
570 BC

Confucius
551-479 BC

Thucydides
460-400 BC

Hippocrates
460-377 BC

Aristotle
384 BC

Jesus Christ
Circa 3 BC -30 AD

Matthew
1st Century AD

Mark
1st Century AD

Luke
1st Century AD

John
1st Century AD

Paul
1st Century AD

Zarathushtra
628-522 BC

Socrates
470-399 BC

Mencius
371-289 BC

Virgil
70-19 BC

Buddha
560-480 BC

Aeschylus
525-456 BC

Sophocles
496-406 BC

Plato
427-347 BC

Euclid
365-300 BC

Archimedes
290 BC

Marcus Tullius 
Circero
106-43 BC

Jeremiah
7 BC

Plutarch
46-125 AD

Epictetus
55-135 AD

Publius
Cornelius
Tacitus
56-120 AD

Thucydides
Circa 460-400 BC

Thucydides, who lived during the second half  of  the fifth century B.C., is considered the greatest of  the ancient Greek 
historians. His work, The Peloponnesian War, recounts the fifth-century B.C. struggle between Athens and Sparta and 
is the first piece of  historical writing to combine political and ethical reflections with history. His personal history is 
unknown except for the small bits of  information revealed in his narrative. Thucydides was probably born a few years 
before 460 B.C. and died sometime after the peace of  404. The abruptness with which the history ends may indicate 
that he died a sudden death in those violent times.

His careful attention to research and his evident concern for accuracy have left an enduring mark on the discipline of  
history. Heroes and villains are treated with full attention to their blemishes as well as their virtues. Nor did Thucydides 
hesitate to criticize Athenian policy or his own actions as a general during the war. He saw history as more than just a 
list of  events. It was rather an enduring record of  all aspects of  the time, and something that would be of  value for later 
generations. “To hear this history rehearsed, for that there be inserted no fables, shall be perhaps not delightful. But 
he that desires to look into the truth of  things done and which (according to the condition of  humanity) may be done 
again, or at least their like, he shall find enough herein to make him think it profitable. And it is compiled rather for 
everlasting possession than to be rehearsed for a prize.”

Cover Feature

Galen
129-199 AD

Gaius
130-180 AD

Origen
185-254 AD

Plotinus
205-270 AD

Ambrose
339-397 AD

Saint Augustine
354-430 AD

Boethius
470-524 AD
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John Locke
1632-1704 AD

John Locke (b. 1632, Wrington, Somerset, England; d. 1704, 
Oates, Essex) is considered one of  the first philosophers of  
the Enlightenment and the father of  liberalism. Although it 
would not be correct to say that Locke favored democracy, he 
did advocate limits on the power of  the sovereign, confining 
that person’s authority to the protection of  the individual’s 
natural rights to life, liberty, and property.

The majority of  Locke’s liberal positions can be found in his 
extensive essay entitled The Two Treatises of  Government 
(1689). The first treatise refutes the arguments in favor of  the 

divine rights of  kings propounded by Sir Robert Filmer (1588-1653) in his work, Patriar-
cha. It is the second treatise that contains the essentials of  Locke’s political theory. Here 
the philosopher put forward his famous ethical argument regarding the hypothetical state 
of  nature in which humans enjoyed most of  their natural rights without the state. From 
this fundamental assumption stem most of  Locke’s theories. The fact that property could 
be freely exchanged, sold, or accumulated in that natural condition led Locke to argue 
that governments ought not interfere with most aspects of  the economy and society. 
Moreover, no people living in a natural state of  freedom would consent to have all their 
liberty taken away. Therefore, government requires the consent of  the people, and this 
makes all government conditional. The role of  the state should be limited to protecting 
life, liberty, and property from those few predatory members of  the human race whom 
Locke referred to as the “quarrelsome and the contentious.”1  Since the role of  govern-
ment is limited, its power should also be limited.

The particular form government took did not greatly concern Locke, except to exclude 
absolute monarchy. The limitation of  powers he propounded came primarily through a 
separation of  executive and legislative roles derived ultimately from the sovereignty of  
the people. Locke referred to the decision to form a government as the original constitu-
tion, composing an authority no lesser power could alter. Moreover, the legislature was 
authorized by the constitution, and not vice versa. Therefore, a constitution is superior to 
ordinary laws created by any legislature. The liberal theory of  government put forward 
by Locke had a tremendous influence on later thinkers and politicians. The American 
Founding Fathers were profoundly influenced by Locke’s idea of  a limited constitutional 
regime.

In addition to Locke’s role as a political theorist, his system of  metaphysics established 
the epistemological foundations for modern philosophic and scientific empiricism.

Sir Isaac
Newton
1642-1727 AD

Sir Isaac Newton (1643-
1727), one of  the greatest 
scientific minds of  all time, 
was born in Woolsthorpe, 
Lincolnshire, England, and 
died in London. His work 
laid the foundations for 
modern physics, astronomy, 
and, along with Wilhelm 
Leibniz, mathematics. His 

contribution to modern science is aptly described as the 
“Newtonian revolution.”

Newton’s best known contribution to science is in the 
field of  mechanics and is described in his famous work 
Principia (1687), which explains the laws governing the 
motion of  physical objects (heavenly and otherwise). 
Principia rests on the new branch of  mathematics that 
Newton invented simultaneously with Leibniz (1646-
1716), calculus, a tool that allowed mathematicians to 
move beyond the work done by the ancient Greeks for the 
first time in almost two thousand years. Newton’s genius 
was immediately recognized, and he was elected the head 
of  the Royal Academy of  Science. He was also a member 
of  the French Académie des Sciences and was the first 
scientist to become a knight of  the realm and to be buried 
in Westminster Abbey.

Newton provided explanations for fundamental natural 
phenomena: gravitation, the motion of  the planets, and 
the mechanics of  physics on earth. He united all of  these 
phenomena under a single law of  motion that destroyed 
the accepted Aristotelian system. Newton also refined 
the scientific techniques of  hypothesis, deduction, and 
experimentation. His unprecedented contributions laid 
the groundwork for modern science.

Mohammed
570-632 AD

Beowulf
800 AD

Saint Benedict
480-547 AD

Saint Bede
672-735 AD

Moses 
Maimonides
1135-1204 ADSaint Anselm

1033-1109 AD

Al Ghazali
1058-1111 AD

Rhazes
865-923 AD

Averroes 
(Ibn Rushd)
1126-1198 AD

Snorre 
Sturlason
1179-1241 AD

Saint Francis of Assisi
1181-1226 AD

St. Thomas 
Aquinas
1225-1274 AD

Dante Alighieri
1265-1321 AD

Francesco 
Petrarch
1304-1374 AD

John Wyclife
1330-1384 AD

Geoffrey Chaucer
1340-1400 AD

Jan Huss
1372-1415 AD
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Francesco 
Petrarch
1304-1374 AD

Declaration of  Independence
1776 AD

This final inscription on the wall of  the Goodrich Room at Wabash College needs little explanation. It is the 
declaration whereby the inhabitants of  regions once considered the possessions of  Great Britain made known 
to the world the causes compelling them to dissolve their political bonds to the British Empire and so “assume 
among the powers of  the earth the separate and equal station to which the laws of  nature and of  nature’s 
God entitle them.” After nearly two years of  considerable effort to avoid separation through various appeals 
and petitions to the king in Parliament, the Second Continental Congress concluded that England, against all 
previous precedents and customary practice, was bent on subjugating the colonists to its will. Subsequently, in 
the midst of  America’s resistance to imperial aggression, Richard Henry Lee of  the state of  Virginia made a 
motion for independence that was accepted on July 2, 1776. That motion introduced the first written decla-
ration issued by a people proclaiming the liberty to choose their own political regime. It was given to Thomas 
Jefferson, also of  Virginia, to compose the declaration, which, with minor alterations made by the drafting 
committee and by the Congress, was accepted on July 4, 1776.

The validity of  the case the Declaration of  Independence presents has long been a matter of  dispute among 
revisionists on both sides of  the Atlantic. Some argue that the empire expected only its just due for the support 
of  the government’s long-standing debt, exacerbated in part by the French and Indian War of  the 1750s, in 
which the mother country had helped defend the colonies. From the American perspective, however, more 

was being asked than simply a provision to help reduce the empire’s debt. Excessive imperial expenditure was a persistent problem in England going back 
more than a century. If  Parliament should be successful in attaching the domestic revenues of  the colonists, it would likely be a permanent yoke from 
which no relief  through appeal would be possible.

The course of  past understandings and practices appeared to be on the side of  the colonies. From nearly the time of  their establishment, with but few 
exceptions that were glaring and quickly reversed (e.g., the creation of  the Dominion of  New England under Governor Andros from 1684 to 1689), 
England’s rule was hardly felt in the colonies. The colonists were left to their own devices, and indeed were expected to govern themselves in all internal 
matters. Precedent supported the view that the king was sovereign, reigning not through Parliament, however, but via the distinct colonial legislatures. 
Thus, when Charles II sought to establish a permanent revenue “for the support of  the Government in Virginia, the King did not apply to the English 
Parliament, but to the General Assembly [of  Virginia].”1  Consequently, colonial courts and legislatures took on constitutional standing as valid as any 
legal entity in Great Britain itself, sanctioned by long-standing practice under English constitutional law. The question remaining, then, was whether or 
not Parliament had the authority to institute practices rarely or never before enacted, or at least not enforced, on a people it did not directly represent. 
Richard Bland, a prominent member of  the Virginia House of  Burgesses, along with others such as John Dickinson of  Philadelphia, made the important 
argument that Parliament could not institute internal colonial taxation for this very reason. Completely independent of  the king’s recognition of  colonial 
rights, one could easily argue on the basis of  leges non scriptae that Parliament’s past inability, and at times unwillingness, to involve itself  in the internal 
affairs of  the colonies defined its legal position as separate from, and nonbinding on, the domestic practices of  the colonists. In light of  this understand-
ing, persistent attempts to enact revenue acts after 1764 revealed a concerted effort to change the legal standing of  the colonies. After repeated petitions 
to the king to recognize what his office had always recognized before failed to prompt him to restrain Parliament, it became apparent that the king was 
acting in concert with that body to subjugate colonial liberties. To Americans, this underscored the accuracy of  the Declaration’s assertion that the king 
(in Parliament) had “erected a multitude of  new offices, and sent hither swarms of  new officers to harass our people and eat out their substance.”

John Wyclife
1330-1384 AD

Geoffrey Chaucer
1340-1400 AD

Jan Huss
1372-1415 AD
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Huldrych 
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Sir Edward 
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William 
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John 
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Hugo Grotius
1583-1645 AD

John Milton
1608-1674 AD

Sir Isaac 
Newton
1642-1727 AD
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Adam Smith
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Sir William 
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Immanuel 
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The Remnant Trust
“Great Ideas Belong to Everyone,” is the animating 
belief  of  the Remnant Trust, a public educational 
foundation aimed at increasing citizen’s under-
standing of  individual liberty and human dignity.  
Their mission is accomplished through the acquisi-
tion of  historic documents, which are made avail-
able for the public to interact with. The collection 
includes first editions of  “The Federalist,” Adam 
Smith’s “Wealth of  Nations” and Mary Wollstone-
craft’s “A Vindication of  the Rights of  Women”; it 
also includes early printings of  the Declaration of  
Independence and the U.S. Constitution; one of  the 
three known copies of  Thomas Aquinas’s “Summa 

Theologica” and more. Its earliest documents 
date back to 3000 B.C. 

A Travelling Library

From 1778 to 1798 the bookseller James Lack-
ington had a shop at No. 32, Finsbury Place in 
London.  The bookstore was sold in the early 
1880s to Jones & Co., which mixed the col-
lection with other books to create a travelling 
library. Because books were too expensive for 
most people to own at the time, this innovative 
initiative brought important ideas to common 
people. Fast-forward to today and most books 
are easily obtainable today via public libraries, 
used bookstores and Amazon.com. However, 
the literary treasures of  the past are often hid-
den in vaults inaccessible to the public. In the 
spirit of  the travelling library, Remnant Trust 
obtains these treasures and puts them on dis-
play for ordinary citizens to inspect.  Knowing 
the works will depreciate from the interactions, 
the only hoped-for return on investment is that 
those ordinary citizens will be enthused readers 
of  the classics. 

Questions of  freedom and equality are of  
fundamental importance today as they 

have been throughout 
the course of  hu-
man history. The 

challenge today is to 
prepare this gener-

ation to draw on the 
accumulated experience 

of  the past in order 
to deal with the same 

questions in the new 
circumstances of  the 21st 

century.
    
  Dr. John W. Ryan

”

“

Cover Feature
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a hands-on 
  oppurtunity of 
          a lifetime.“ ”

If  a nation expects to be 
ignorant and free.. it Expects what 
never was and never will be.  
        Thomas Jefferson ”

“
Jeffersonville, Indiana was built in 1802 
using a grid pattern created by Thomas 
Jefferson.  During the time it located its 
collection in the Carnegie Library there, 
Remnant Trust sponsored the creation 
of a bronze wall along the Ohio River 
celebrating historic figures.
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In 1977 The Remnant Trust, Inc. was founded 
when Brian Bex sought the help of  his old friend, 
Indiana University president Dr. John W. Ryan, 
in confirming the validity of  a 1776 first edition 
of  Adam Smith’s Wealth of  Nations. The Trust 
feels this book does the best job of  simplifying and 
explaining the thoughts of  Smith, who combined 
the examination of  economics with moral and 
political philosophy.

Bex’s guiding philosophy for the Trust is ground-
ed in two principles, “Great ideas belong to every-

one” and “People collect this stuff  and keep it in 
basements out of  sight. We loan for use original 
works in original form that literally for centuries 
have been locked up in vaults accessible only to 
the privileged few.” It was these philosophies that 
propelled the vision of  The Trust to provide a 
“hands-on” experience to educate for liberty and 
dignity of  the individual. Bex explained, “If  we 
can regenerate the ideas of  liberty - for all people 
- then our efforts will be valuable.” This vision of  
the organization makes it unlike any other in the
nation.

Cover Feature
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Remnant Trust Books on Display
During the month of  September 2013, Sagamore Institute has had the honor of  hosting an exhibit of  
great works from the Remnant Trust, which is now being displayed at the Liberty Fund’s Constitution 
Day Symposium. Below are brief  descriptions of  some of  the works on display and how they have 
contributed to the shaping of  the American Idea. 

Adam Smith’s the Wealth of  Nation’s
The Wealth of  Nations by Adam Smith was published in 1776 in 
Scotland.  The book provided one of  the first complete descriptions 
of  what builds a nation’s wealth, and over time it has become a fun-
damental work in classical economics.  The Wealth of  Nations was 
written at the beginning of  the Industrial Revolution, and it visits a 
range of  topics such as the division of  labor, productivity, and free 
markets.

Time has shown The Wealth of  Nations to be one of  the most 
important economic works of  all time, and its influence on political 
leaders reaches from the time of  its publishing to this very day.

Thomas Paine’s Common Sense
Common Sense was a pamphlet that was first published 

anonymously in 1776 at the beginning of  the American 
Revolution.  The pamphlet was written to convey argu-
ments for the Revolution in common language so that its 
message could be understood by all. The pamphlet be-
came wildly popular, and, relative to population, it had the 
largest sales of  any American book in history; an estimat-
ed 500,000 copies were sold during its first year in print. 
Before Common Sense was published, most people were 
on the fence about a revolution.  However, after the ideas 
in Common Sense spread to the 2.5 million American 
colonists, a clear decision had been made in the minds of  
the people.
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John Locke’s Two Treatises of  Government
In 1689, John Locke published his works of  political philosophy anony-
mously in England.  While both treatises proved influential, the Second 
Treatise created a more significant impact on thinkers of  his day. In it, 
Locke claims that civil society was created to protect “property”, which 
includes “life, liberty, and estate.”  Essentially, Locke argues that political 
society is meant to protect individual rights and that it is not meant to 
promote general good that is only evident on a societal level, such as soci-
etal virtues. Locke even saw this piece of  the social contract as an obliga-
tion of  the people, a perspective which prompted many of  his contempo-
raries to throw their support on the side of  the Revolution.

The Federalist: 
Alexander Hamilton, James Madison and John Jay
The Federalist is a collection of  85 essays written by Alexander 
Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay.  The Federalist Papers 
originated as a response from Hamilton to a series of  papers called 
the Anti-Federalist Papers, which criticized the newly written 
Constitution.  When they were published, The Federalist Papers 
were important works and represented one side of  the political 
debate in their day.  However, their influence has extended far into 
the future, and the papers have been quoted 291 times in Supreme 
Court decisions from 1798 to 2000.  The words of  The Federalist 
are still intriguing today, and they convey the political philosophy 
of  three of  America’s founding fathers in a thorough manner.

Narrative of  the Life of  Frederick Douglas
Narrative of  the Life of  Frederick Douglass is both a memoir and treatise on 
abolition written by former slave Frederick Douglass 1845.  The book has 
been credited as one of  the most influential works for the abolitionist move-
ment of  the 1800’s, waking many Americans to the importance of  abolition 
and the horrors of  slavery. The Narrative of  the Life of  Frederick Douglass 
opened the eyes of  many Americans to the horrors of  slavery and the evil of  
subjecting a human life to such conditions.  The narrative earned Douglass 
the respect and freedom he had sought his whole life, even as it spurred on 
the abolitionist movement that was sweeping across the nation.

Magna Carta
Magna Carta, Latin for Great Charter, was issued in 1215 by a group of  En-
glish feudal barons to limit the power of  the King.  It marked the first time a 
King of  England was forced by his subjects to stamp his seal on a document, 
and it proved to be a landmark historical event for the protection of  the com-
mon people by limiting centralized government power. When the Founding 
Fathers created our American system of  government, they built it upon the 
bedrock of  liberty-minded ideas espoused in the Magna Carta, which was it-
self  was influenced by the Charter of  Liberties from 1100 which limited King 
Henry’s powers in certain ways.  The idea of  separation of  power in govern-
ment has been key in the founding and flourishing of  the United States.
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The following books from the Remnant Trust collection 
were made available at a Liberty Fund conference in 
Vienna, Austria in 2011:

1. Title: Cato’s Letters
2. Title: Minutes of  the Second Continental Congress
3. Title: Letters from an American Farmer 
4. Title: Virginia General Assembly
5. Title: The Federalist
6. Title: Two Treatises of  Government
7. Title: Common Sense
8. Title: Democracy in America
9. Title: Magna Carta
10. Title: A Speech, intended to have been delivered in 

the House of  Commons, in support of  the petition 
from the General congress at Philadelphia

11. Title: English Constitution. Touching the fundamental 
Lawes, or politique constitution of  this Kingdome, the 
Kings negative Voice, and the Power of  Parliaments. 
To which is annexed, the Privilege and Power of  the 
Parliament, touching the Militia

12. Title: US Constitution
13. Title: Universal Magazine of  Knowledge and Pleasure

Constitutions at a Turning Point 
by Chris Talley
Liberty Fund President Chris Talley delivered these remarks in Vienna Austria 
in 2011.

The documents selected here represent those themes of  
western political understanding that became the core of  
what is broadly considered the American constitutional 
tradition. That tradition built upon a much older set of  
ideas that had their roots in English and European ideas 
about the nature of  liberty and political power. 

With Magna Carta (1215) the rights of  the governed 
were successfully asserted over the royal claims of  a 
centralizing monarch. That victory on the banks of  the 
Thames encapsulated a larger European ideal of  the 
rule of  law and the belief  that every power ought to have 
institutional checks upon it to ensure fidelity to that ideal.

Locke elaborated on that idea in his Two Treatises 
on Government (1690) writing nearly five centuries later. 
Rather than surrendering all rights to the prince, the 
people retained those liberties that ensured their personal 
freedoms, their rights to “life, liberty, and property.” 

CATO’s Letters of  Trenchard and Gordon carried 
this idea forward in the 1720s, comprising an extensive 
and extended critique of  government and the corrupting 
tendencies of  power that reached throughout the British 
Empire.

It was from these sources that Americans took inspira-
tion because they affirmed their own lived experience of  
self-government under colonial charters and covenants 
of  their own making. Each governor and council, each 
assembly and representative was held to the law by the 
check of  the other branches. 

It was this experience of  personal and political liberty 
that prepared the way for American Independence 
and the enormous success of  Tom Paine’s Common Sense 
which reached to well over 100,000 copies in the first 
three months of  its publication in 1776, and over half  a 
million by the end of  the year. 

Paine captured the essence of  the American experi-
ence by noting at the very outset of  his essay the import-
ant distinction between society and government. It was 
from the former that Americans understood the idea of  
happiness.

Happiness was to be found in a society of  free in-
dividuals enjoying their essential rights and associating 
voluntarily for all manner of  purposes of  trade, fellow-
ship, faith and philanthropy. “Society,” wrote Paine, “is 

produced by our wants, and 
government by our wicked-
ness; the former promotes our 
happiness positively by uniting 
our affections, the latter nega-
tively by restraining our vices. 
The one encourages intercourse, 
the other creates distinctions. 
The first is a patron, the last a 
punisher. Society in every state is 
a blessing, but government even 
in its best state is but a necessary 
evil...” 

Liberty Fund and Remnant Trust 
in Austria
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That idea of  happiness in a free society is what Jeffer-
son placed in the opening paragraphs of  the document 
that inaugurated the political life the United States. 
It was the very affirmation and not a negation of  the 
essential rights of  a free society that he presented in the 
Declaration when he wrote, 

“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.”

When government is no longer conducive to the 
happiness found in a free society, it is, Jefferson went on, 
the people’s “Right, it is their Duty, to throw off  such 
Government, and to provide new Guards for their future 
Security.” 

The Constitution of  the United States was intended 
to create those “new Guards for their future Security.” 
The Federalist Papers presented that argument to the 
American people, and Hamilton, Madison and Jay made 
it the core of  their arguments.

Majorities would predominate in the new system, 
but they had to be tempered by a respect for individu-
al rights. To that end, checks and balances within the 
institutions of  government would be preserved and 
extended in the Constitution, including federalism and 
the separation of  powers at both national and state levels. 
It was in this fashion that liberty and the happiness of  a 
free society would be protected against the abuses and 
corruptions of  power. 

It is for the purpose of  understanding that tradition 
of  freedom and its institutions that Pierre Goodrich insti-
tuted Liberty Fund.  It is also the mission that animates 
the Remnant Trust’s generosity in presenting this marvel-
ous collection of  core documents in the history of  liberty. 

History of  Liberty Fund Conferences
Liberty Fund’s conference program began with a series 
of  conferences directed by the founder, Pierre Goodrich, 
during the 1960s and early 1970s. These conferences set 
a direction for the institution, keeping central themes at 
the core and expanding into diverse but related areas.

One of  Liberty Fund’s early successful conference 
series was a bicentennial program of  conferences con-
cerned with the American Founding and its implications 
for today. Around the same time, Liberty Fund was 
instrumental in pioneering the field of  law and econom-
ics by sponsoring conferences that brought to the table 
scholars from those disciplines. In the more recent past, 
Liberty Fund has done a series in Austrian economics, 
annual week-long conferences that consider the entire 
corpus of  Adam Smith, and two separate series of  con-
ferences on the topic of  education in a free society.

The essence of  Liberty Fund’s conference program 
throughout its first half-century has been discrete con-
ferences organized in coordination with hundreds of  
different scholars on a wide array of  topics in law, reli-
gion, history, literature, science, political theory, the arts, 
journalism, and the key thinkers of  Western civilization. 
During this period, Liberty Fund’s program expanded 
beyond North America to virtually all parts of  the globe 
but especially the United Kingdom, Europe, and Latin 
America. Liberty Fund has a long and rich association 
with the academic community, as well as business lead-
ers, medical professionals, lawyers, and others outside the 
academy. In 2004, Liberty Fund expanded the scope and 
format of  its conference activities with a new program 
that coordinates with co-sponsoring institutions.

Liberty Fund moves into its second half-century 
continuing to look for new avenues to explore issues of  
liberty and responsibility while maintaining the peren-
nial programs and values for which Liberty Fund was 
established.
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The Newseum in Washington, D.C. opened 
its doors to the public in 2008. The impres-
sive, seven-level building consists of  galleries, 
exhibitions and multimedia experiences that 
explores the history of  journalism in the world. 
The Newseum contains a gallery of  the “500 
years of  recorded news, 15 theaters through 
the building, television feeds from around the 
world, current front pages of  80 newspapers, 
a memorial to journalists killed reporting the 
news and a space devoted to Pulitzer Prize 
photographs,” according to the Washington 
Post.

Among the halls and exhibitions is the Pulliam 
Family Great Books Gallery dedicated to the 
democratization of  ideas.  The gallery features 
historic books and documents provided by the 

Remnant Trust and considered the corner-
stones of  freedom, such as the Magna Carta 
and the Federalist Papers.  Visitors can also ac-
cess dynamic online material investigating the 
First Amendment’s freedom of  the press.  The 
Great Books gallery is a recent manifestation 
of  the Pulliam Family’s longtime commitment 
to philanthropy and freedom.

“Eugene Pulliam has been called the last of  a 
breed,” reads the Eugene C. Pulliam’s entry 
in the Encyclopedia of  American Journalism. 
“Men who loved newspapers for their own 
sake and their power as bully pulpits, rather 
than as financial investments, and who were 
outspoken defenders of  press freedom. They 
were entrepreneurs who were motivated not by 
money, but by their beliefs in Christian morals 

As partners in freedom, 
the people and the press 
can save liberty. ”
“

Pulliam Family Great Books Gallery
A Look at the Cornerstones of Freedom
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and human progress.” Upon receipt of  the 
Arizona Newspaper Association’s Peter Zenger 
Award in 1965, Pulliam captured his family’s 
mission by remarking, “As partners in freedom, 
the people and the press can save liberty. If  
newspapers can recognize responsibility, as 
well as opportunity, to print the truth, refuse to 
be intimidated, refuse to bow to government 
bureaucracy, then they will serve the highest 
cause of  civilization, which is individual free-
dom—freedom of  choice, and the right of  free 
expression.”

With his unflinching belief  in freedom and the 
power of  the press, Pulliam (now deceased) 
helped to build American journalism. In 1909 
Eugene and nine DePauw University class-
mates established a journalism fraternity that 
would eventually become the Society of  Profes-
sional Journalists. He and his heirs would also 
mirror the efforts of  Pierre Goodrich to use 
their private enterprise for the public good.

The Pulliam Great Books Gallery is located 
across from the U.S. Capitol representing an-
other Indiana national treasure.  It also extends 
the family’s love for news reporting and free-
dom into the 21st century.

Alexander Hamilton ponders the technology of the 
21st Century, Newseum
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The Upside Down 
Constitution Michael S. Greve
By Robert R. Gasaway

“I must study politics and war, that my sons may have liberty 
to study mathematics and philosophy, geography, natural history 
and naval architecture, navigation, commerce, and agriculture, 
in order to give their children a right to study painting, poetry, 
music, architecture, statuary, tapestry, and porcelain.”

John Adams

Breaking Adams’ Curse
O’ toiling lawyer, for God’s sake put down the brief. 
Set aside that contract. Review those documents 
later. And pick up or click into Michael Greve’s The 
Upside-Down Constitution—a logically rigorous, practi-
cally relevant exploration of  America’s constitutional 
foundations, development, and discontents.
Mr. Greve’s subject is the present condition of  Ameri-
can constitutionalism. To get at the subject, he ex-
plores the Founding’s first principles and traces their 
development to the present day. More specifically, the 
book is about constitutional logic. (By one count, some 
form of  the word “logic” or phrase “constitutional 
logic” appears on average once every five pages.) It’s 
about how, in Mr. Greve’s view, our own Constitu-
tion’s logic has been turned upside down over time by 
forgetfulness.
 Mr. Greve studies the Constitution’s current 

health by looking through a lens 
of  200-plus years of  American 
federalism. It turns out that a 
federalism lens, in Mr. Greve’s 
hands, can illuminate the Con-
stitution’s logic and its alleged 
inversion over the last 75 years. 
But The Upside-Down Constitution is 
about constitutionalism, not 
federalism, and it is about logic, 
not policy. The Upside-Down Con-
stitution is about federalism and 
policy in the same wayMobyDick is 
about a whaling voyage.
 Readers familiar with Mr. 
Greve will be happy to find 
that his wit remains in evidence 
throughout. They may be bewil-

dered to find that he betrays a decided ambivalence 
toward prevailing “conservative” modes of  constitu-
tional interpretation and even toward federalism itself.
 Mr. Greve’s sweeping thesis is that the Consti-
tution’s foundational principles have been forgotten—
and inverted—by all sides to the current constitutional 
debates and, worse still, this forgetting and inversion 
are principal causes of  “our current institutional dys-
functions, public discontents, and fiscal imbalances.”
 In fact, says Mr. Greve, we have lost our way 
in a sea of  misguided and disconnected erudition. 
Our Supreme Court crafts magnificent decisions in 
some cases, but miscarries badly in others. One of  
our law professors, Bruce Ackerman, recently and “to 
his enormous credit” recovered “the Founders’ idea 
of  constitutional politics that differs from ordinary 
politics in kind and in normative force.” But those 
“real achievements” were at the same time “clouded” 
by Professor Ackerman’s “outlandish interpretation of  
the New Deal as a free-form constitutional convention 
and amendment process.” Our economists profitably 
and systematically explore predictive models of  the 
behavior of  public officials. Our political scientists 
pursue an “academic boomlet” in studies of  con-
stitutional development. No one pulls all the pieces 
together, however, largely because no one has proved 
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capable of  explaining the full depth and extraordinary 
genius of  the Founding.
 While bench, bar, and ivory tower contentedly 
noodle away, real-world problems refuse to wait. Our 
politics has become a “shrill debate.” Our opinion sur-
veys find “record-low public confidence in our political 
institutions.” It has begun “to dawn on members of  the 
body politic that the cause of  the present fiscal crisis” 
may be “structural,” not “purely cyclical.”
 In the midst of  this discouraging picture, Mr. 
Greve finds what solace there is to be had in the Found-
ing itself. The Founders “knew that their bold effort to 
establish constitutional order for themselves and their 
posterity carried a risk, to the point of  certainty, of  an 
unintended turn—perhaps even an inversion.” But 
they worked “in fulsome hope that future generations 
might remember what the Founders were getting at and 
perhaps, in light of  experience and improved knowledge, 
understand the Constitution’s genius in ways surpassing 
the understandings even of  the Founders themselves.”
 To this day, says Mr. Greve, the Founders’ own 
constitutional understandings go “far beyond” those 
of  “modern-day jurists, political scientists, or econo-
mists.” But we can no longer afford our ignorance. We 
are cursed today by John Adams’ fartoofullygranted 
wish—that we his grandsons might avoid hard studies in 
“politics and war” and take up fuzzy studies in “statuary, 
tapestry, and porcelain.” “[W]e have forgotten an awful 
lot,” says Mr. Greve. And we “find ourselves in dire need 
of  remembering it.”

America’s Constitution and Its 
Discontents
If  prophesy like this seems discordant, it may seem less 
so if  one considers Mr. Greve’s earlier work. The Up-
side-Down Constitution is Mr. Greve’s second major book. 
His first, Real Federalism: Why It Matters, How It Could Hap-
pen, was by comparison full of  sunshine and hopefulness. 
There, Mr. Greve described the advantages of  a “real” 
and liberating “competitive” federalism, together with 
the contours of  a political movement that, Mr. Greve 
had thought, might rally to its banner and help achieve 
its (partial at least) implementation. The hope was not 
fulfilled.
 Mugged by reality, Mr. Greve thinks now that 
hopes for better federalism have not been fulfilled be-
cause under current conditions they cannot be fulfilled. 
Our Constitution has become hard-wired by misinter-
pretation to frustrate such efforts and entrench “Them 
the States and Factions” as against “We the People.” We 
the People, for our part, wander aimlessly. We flail, and 

we fail in our attempts at reform. Cursed sons of  
Adams, we lack even a constitutional vocabulary to 
describe our predicament.

A Few Good Premises
The keys to these conundrums and the book as a 
whole lie hidden in plain sight in the book’s elo-
quent, densely argued introduction. Those 17 pages 
merit careful reading and re–reading. Especially 
telling are the Introduction’s opening citations to 
primary sources. They define the foundational ideas 
of  American constitutionalism according to Mr. 
Greve.
 These foundational ideas are, first, Alexan-
der Hamilton’s insistence in opening The Federalist-
that it has been “reserved” to Americans to “decide 
the important question” whether societies are 
“really” capable “of  establishing good government 
from reflection and choice” and not “accident and 
force”; second, Chief  Justice Marshall’s McCullough 
v. Maryland statement that constitutions must be 
“adapted to the various crises in human affairs”; 
and, third, James Madison’s “if  men were angels” 
observation from The Federalist—the “great difficul-
ty” in forming a government “which is to be ad-
ministered by men over men” is that “you must first 
enable the government to control the governed; and 
in the next place oblige it to control itself.”
 Mr. Greve reads these sententious and very 
public statements primarily according to their centu-
ries-old public meaning. But he reads them also and 
importantly according to how they (sometimes un-
wittingly) have been reflected and illuminated in the 
thought prisms of  modern jurisprudence, econom-
ics, and political science of  various ideological and 
disciplinary stripes—law professor Bruce Ackerman, 
Nobel economist James Buchanan, constitutional 
development theorist Ken I. Kersch, political scien-
tist Keith E. Wittington, the Justices of  the United 
States Supreme Court, and others.
 These few bedrock constitutional principles, 
together with the essential further assumption of  
the Founders’ genius and benevolence, become Mr. 
Greve’s springboards to an extended set of  predic-
tions regarding the federalism elements we should 
and should not expect to find in the paper document 
we read today. And those predictions are in turn 
employed to revolutionize received theories of  
originalist constitutional construction, the New Deal 
constitutional revolution, and constitutional inter-
pretation as a whole.

Constitution
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 If  your legal training or 
political interests have caused you 
concern about divisions in our polit-
ical and legal culture, or if  you are 
intrigued by a truly new approach 
to interpretation (rooted in the 
Founding, not someone’s moraliz-
ing), you should invest the time and 
grapple with Mr. Greve’s analysis.

The Founding Achievement
Mr. Greve emphasizes as an ini-
tial matter the paradoxical nature 
of  any decision in favor of  afed-
eral constitution. “In the Unit-
ed States,” Mr. Greve asks, “what 
good are the states?” This question, 

he finds, “turns out to be very close.” Any decision 
to entrench multiple state governments necessarily 
means the entrenchment of  multiple state political 
elites, and those local elites, sure as the sun shall rise, 
will be “prone” to abuse their citizens. Why would 
any sane, publicspirited person want that?
 For two reasons, it turns out. For one, the 
“first-order choice (federalism yea or nay) is often 
foreclosed,” as it was to the American Founders. If  
“there was to be a union at all” in 1787, “some form 
of  federalism was a forgone conclusion.” For anoth-
er, the signal advantage “of  entrusting a second set 
of  junior governments with authority over the same 
citizens and territory” is that this division of  author-
ity can be used “to oblige government to control 
itself.”
 Our Founders, says Mr. Greve, made 
Madisonian virtue of  historical necessity. They did 
so by deeply embedding structural (as opposed to 
expressly textual) “competitive” federalism princi-
ples into the Constitution. Those principles aim to 
“oblige” government at all levels “to control itself.” 
They function, in the first place, by largely limiting 
“the central government to procuring public goods 
that can be provided only at that level” and, in the 
second place, by enabling mobile citizens “to choose 
among varying bundles of  public services and the 
taxes that come with them,” thus forcing “the junior 
governments to compete for productive citizens 
and firms.” Our federalism is, properly speaking, 
a federalism for disciplining governments, both 
state and federal. It is a federalism for the people 
and against the political elites—including most 
especially state political elites.

So far, so simple, so vaguely familiar. All we need to do 
today, it could appear, would be to revere our Found-
ers, read what they wrote into the Constitution, follow 
instructions, and parade-step our way to good govern-
ment. This is the fatal mistake of  those who adhere to 
what Mr. Greve calls “academic originalism.”
 It turns out that the academic originalists’ pa-
rade, by wise constitutional design, has no leader—or at 
least none visible to the naked eye. “Famously,” says Mr. 
Greve, federalism “is not ‘in’ our Constitution (although 
it is ‘in’ many others).” Our Constitution, it turns out, 
is not “just any old constitution, but a deliberately 
minimalist constitution that makes politics possible but 
confidently leaves its shapes and outcomes to future gen-
erations.” To be properly adapted, in John Marshall’s 
words, to “various crises in human affairs,” a constitu-
tion must be “minimalist” in this sense. Our Constitu-
tion is thus, for Mr. Greve, “a common lawconstitution,” 
and it could not be otherwise without straightjacketing 
future generations.
 To understand such a minimalist constitution, 
we cannot simply read it. We cannot understand individ-
ual clauses without first understanding the whole. And 
before we can do that, we must tarry long over what 
the instrument is and what it is intended to do. Above 
all, and strange as it may seem, we must classify it. We 
must understand the answers it gives to the enduring 
questions it must necessarily confront—above all, the 
perennial men-are-not-angels dilemma.
Mr. Greve insists that, in confronting the obstacles to 
good government found at all times and in all places, our 
Founders embraced a nearly pure instance of  what Mr. 
Greve, following modern social science, calls “competi-
tive” constitutionalism. For Mr. Greve, the Constitution 
is therefore not a contract (although it has “contractual 
elements”) but a “coordination device.” It enshrines “de-
cision rules” not “distributive consequences.” It reflects 
a “constitutional choice by a single, sovereign people” 
looking ahead centuries to a very distant time horizon. 
It is emphatically not “a mere bargain among interests, 
states or elites.”
It happens, says Mr. Greve, that our Constitution’s in-
dividual clauses (together, importantly, with the “great” 
constitutional “silences”) cohere into an elegant, work-
able, nearly miraculous whole. And it follows that true 
constitutional advances may be achieved only with great 
difficulty and only intermittently at “constitutional mo-
ments” when the whole people, as opposed to a majority 
“faction,” has achieved consensus on needed improve-
ments—moments likely to arrive only via some recent 
unmasking and dearly bought defeat of  a pervasive and 
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seemingly plausible constitutional heresy.
 Indeed, if  people’s “loyalties to some other 
collective entity—a tribe, an organized religion, a pre-
existing state—run too deep,” constitutional lawmaking 
in the American sense becomes impossible. Because 
loyalties to the Constitution, qua Constitution, are likely 
to become magnified and assume primacy only when 
the Constitution itself  is threatened, constitutional 
peril becomes almost a precondition for meaningful 
constitutional advance.
 The upshots are that ours is a “competitive” 
constitution, and it may be importantly advanced only 
expressly, open-endedly, and intermittently. Proper con-
stitutional change, as opposed to deeper understandings 
of  pre-existing provisions and structures, may occur only 
through express textual amendments, lest the Constitu-
tion be buffeted by “accident and force” not “reflection 
and choice.” Proper constitutional texts, as opposed to 
ill-conceived attempts to impinge prerogatives of  future 
generations, must remain open-ended, lest the Consti-
tution become a straightjacket. And proper constitu-
tional lawmaking, as opposed to textual clarifications, 
extensions, and mid-course corrections, may occur only 
intermittently—at centuries-long intervals when those 
rare “constitutional moments” arrive.

All History at a Glance
As if  all the above were not quite enough for one vol-
ume, it turns out there is much, much more. The Up-
side-Down Constitution is laid out in five parts that traverse 
all constitutional history in dialectical fashion. The initial 
thesis (Part One) is the Founding. It is for Mr. Greve—
as advertised by its admirers—an achievement to the 
fullest extent practically possible at the time, a novus ordo 
seclorum, a true, qualitative advance in the theory and 
practice of  good government. Beginning immediately 
thereafter comes the Founding’s elaboration, largely by 
the Supreme Court and from the Republic’s earliest days 
up to the New Deal, in the form of  the concrete legal 
doctrines of  a “Competitive Federalism” (Part Two).
 Next come the New Deal’s antithetical “Trans-
formation” (Part Three) and its extensions and elabo-
ration into what the Supreme Court has called “Our 
Federalism” (Part Four). As a result of  these transfor-
mations, the Founders’ federalism is upended. Thesis 
becomes antithesis, and what had been government for 
the People becomes government for the governing elites. 
Directly contrary to the Founders’ intentions, the New 
Deal Constitution is “solicitous” of  the interests “of  the 
political class in accumulating surplus.” It “unleash-

es factions (now more charitably called ‘interest 
groups’) to clamor for a share of  the surplus.” “In 
pursuit of  those objectives,” it “celebrates political 
instability.”
 Mr. Greve, as you likely guessed, makes “no 
bones” about his own “normative priors.” The New 
Deal’s “cartel federalism,” says Mr. Greve, danger-
ously “empowers government at all levels.” It is not 
only “pathological,” but “quite probably worse than 
wholesale nationalization.” “A federalism of  ‘Them 
the States and Factions’ is coherent in its own 
warped way. But constitutionally plausible it is not.”
 Finally, comes Mr. Greve’s partial synthe-
sis—his analysis of  the “State of  Our Federalism” 
(Part Five). This turns out to be both better and 
worse than what one might expect. On one hand, 
the picture is meaningfully hopeful. The Supreme 
Court in the Rehnquist and Roberts eras has 
learned from history. Unlike the New Deal Court, 
those Courts have taken the Founders seriously. 
Unlike the pre-New Deal “Old Court,” those Courts 
have consciously eschewed empty “formalisms.” 
Special praise here is offered for specific Rehnquist 
and Roberts Court decisions, including (for exam-
ple) the seemingly run-of-the-mill decision in Polar 
Tankers v. City of  Valdez (2009).
 Writing on the clean slate of  a consti-
tutional provision not recently adjudicated, Mr. 
Greve finds Polar Tankers avoiding the types of  
errors characteristic of  both the Court’s New Deal 
and pre-New Deal decisionmaking. Unlike New 
Deal opinions, Justice Breyer’s Polar Tankersopinion 
recognizes what’s really going on; namely, the state 
of  Alaska’s thinly disguised attempt to tax interstate 
commerce for Alaska’s own benefit. But in contrast 
to many pre-New Deal opinions, the basis for inval-
idating Alaska’s law is not some indefensible “for-
malistic” distinction. It is, rather, a frank and open 
application of  a “principle against circumvention” 
of  express constitutional texts—a logical principle 
that has operated “from time immemorial” in a 
wide variety of  legal cultures and settings.
 On the other hand, says Mr. Greve, even 
the Roberts Court is not going far enough or mov-
ing fast enough. The Court continues to permit 
state raids on the commerce of  the United States by 
failing to rectify past mistakes made under compar-
atively obscure doctrinal headings such as diversity 
jurisdiction, federal abstention, personal jurisdic-
tion, conflict of  laws, federal common law, federal 

Constitution
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preemption, and the Contract Clause, among 
others. The Court continues to permit (or even to 
lead) federal raids into local concerns of  manners 
and morals. And, says Mr. Greve, the Court largely 
throws up its hands at the urgent fiscal crisis brought 
about by “cooperative” spending programs—pro-
grams that have brought both states and the federal 
government to the point of  a fiscal precipice.

A Revolution in Constitutional Thinking
To follow Mr. Greve’s example and declare “nor-
mative priors,” I should say here that I believe this 
book, together with the variations and elaborations 
on its themes I expect to see in coming years, will 
prove over time to be the best and most influential 
academic treatment of  American constitutionalism, 
by far, ever. (I should say also that, according to the 
book’s cknowledgements, I am one of  a trio owed 
“a particular debt of  gratitude,” along with Chris 
DeMuth, who hired Mr. Greve as a scholar at the 
American Enterprise Institute and sponsored the 
project in multiple ways, and Professor Richard 
Epstein, who has co-edited scholarly books with Mr. 
Greve. I reviewed and extensively commented on 
drafts of  the book while it was in composition.)
 To be sure, I have important disagreements 
with Mr. Greve’s analysis and recognize that there 
can never be a last word on American constitu-
tionalism. Judges who read it may well ask whether 
the book’s multiple criticisms of  retail-level legal 
doctrines in the wake of  the New Deal shouldn’t 
have come coupled with more thoroughgoing im-
provement suggestions. Lawyers like me will won-
der whether the book’s most innovative doctrinal 
proposal, its suggestion for new grounds for the old 
“dormant Commerce Clause,” is any better than the 
familiar, old grounds that have been proposed and 
debated for two hundred years.
 More fundamentally, even generalinterest 
readers may ask whether Mr. Greve’s anti-New 
Deal rhetoric isn’t a tad excessive. Mr. Greve agrees 
with many prominent and crucial features of  New 
Deal constitutionalism. He specifically agrees with 
the New Deal’s confirmation of  expansive federal 
commerce and spending powers and the demise of  
exacting and direct judicial scrutiny of  state so-
cial and economic laws. Indeed, one of  the book’s 
signal merits is that, by moving to a structural but 
nonetheless solid plane of  argument, it defends 
the New Deal’s most essential achievements more 

effectively than the New Deal Court at the time and the 
New Deal’s ardent admirers in succeeding decades. The 
great hope here is that Mr. Greve’s book will definitively 
resolve any simmering constitutional doubts about the 
New Deal’s essential core in the same way that, decades 
later, academic researches by Professor Michael McCo-
nnell provided a definitive defense of  Brown v. Board of  
Education. In both cases, it turns out, the Supreme Court 
was righter than it knew at the time.
 In fact, Mr. Greve’s pointed, anti-New Deal 
rhetoric is all the more open to question given his 
acknowledgment that the Old Court’s “formalism” had 
run its course and his extensive reliance on political 
economy literature unknown (because not yet written) 
in the late 1930s and early 1940s. Add in the flawed his-
torical scholarship of  those times, plus recondite logics 
Mr. Greve knows well but the New Deal Justices found 
impenetrable, and the New Deal’s failure to proceed 
directly to structural constitutional understandings in 
line with Mr. Greve’s seems understandable and (dare 
we say) excusable.

Constitutional Interpretation 2.0
All that said, it remains true, I believe, that The Up-
side-Down Constitution will prove over time to be a 
preeminently influential treatment of  American 
constitutionalism. Read as intended, it has no lineal 
ancestors but does have a striking analogue in Richard 
Posner’sEconomic Analysis of  Law.
 In our own day, Judge Posner read common 
law in the shadow of  Holmes but by the light of  Nobel 
economics laureate Ronald Coase and found logical 
coherence of  a type last fully asserted in the eighteenth 
century by William Blackstone. So Mr. Greve now reads 
constitutional law in the shadow of  Professor Ackerman 
but by the light of  Nobel laureate James Buchanan to 
assert a logical constitutional coherence last fully appre-
ciated by the Founders.
 The book’s audacious argument is that we 
can and must train our minds to derive the basic 
elements of  our Constitution from a handful of  
foundational premises. We need to be able to predict 
what should appear there in order to interpret 
what does appear there.
  As noted, Mr. Greve insists on but few 
premises. Our Founders worked against a backdrop that 
made “some form of  federalism” a “forgone conclu-
sion.” They knew that men are not angels. They craft-
ed “auxiliary” constitutional “precautions” to protect 
We the People from Them the States and Factions. 
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They opted wisely for constitutional minimalism. They 
established decision rules, while leaving future politics 
to future generations. Favored as they were by circum-
stance, they were able to compose and enact a document 
based on “reflection and choice”—and for this reason 
their document legitimately may be read as a logically 
coherent whole.
 Those few, spare assumptions—without much 
more than further assumptions of  the Founders’ genius 
and benevolence—gets us, according to Mr. Greve, 
to where we can place ourselves behind a false veil of  
ignorance and then use recent breakthroughs in polit-
ical economy topredict the federalism elements we will 
and won’t see when the veil is drawn back. We must 
ask ourselves, by modern lights, what we would pre-
dict men of  such genius, driven by such benevolence, 
facing such circumstances, would ordain and establish 
for themselves and their posterity. And voila, what we 
have just predicted in false ignorance appears before our 
eyes—right down to the Tonnage, Compact, and Port 
Preference Clauses. Now, and only now, the real work of  
interpretation can begin.

Originalism 2.0
If  Mr. Greve’s thesis proves true, an early casualty on the 
intellectual battlefield will be what is sometimes called 
“academic” or clause-bound constitutional original-
ism—the idea that legal texts, including and especially 
the Constitution, should be interpreted largely or solely 
according to public understandings of  the words at the 
time they were written. The classic formulation of  this 
strand of  interpretive thought may be Judge Bork’s:

The search for the intent of  the lawmaker is the 
everyday procedure of  lawyers and judges when they 
must apply a statute, a contract, a will, or the opinion 
of  a court. To be sure, there are differences in the 
way we deal with different legal materials, which was 
the point of  John Marshall’s observation in McCull-
och v. Maryland that “we must never forget, that it is a 
constitution we are expounding.” By that he meant 
that narrow, legalistic reasoning was not to be applied 
to the document’s broad provisions, a document 
that could not, by its nature and uses, “partake of  
the prolixity of  a legal code.” . . . Thus, questions 
of  breadth of  approach or of  room for play in the 
joints aside, lawyers and judges should seek in the 
Constitution what they seek in other legal texts: the 
original meaning of  the words.

The fallacy of  this thinking, according to Mr. Greve, is 

that it acknowledges but still 
underestimates the vital impor-
tance of  Chief  Justice Mar-
shall’s command that we must 
never forget it is a constitution we 
are interpreting. The point 
of  the Great Chief  Justices’s 
pronouncement is not just that 
constitutions contain “broad 
provisions” that preclude 
“narrow, legalistic reasoning.” 
The actual point, Mr. Greve 
insists, is that before reading a 
particular legal text, we must 
understand the class of  doc-
ument that contains the text. 
Hence, we also must never 
forget that it is a statute, or a contract, or a will that we 
are interpreting, when occasion calls for interpreting 
those kinds of  documents—just as we must never 
forget, when occasion demands, that it is a consti-
tution we are interpreting. The whole point is that 
written, binding, legal instruments differ in kind 
from one another.
The consequence is that, if  Step One of  constitu-
tional interpretation is (as the Supreme Court likes 
to say) careful reading of  text, then a necessary 
and logically prior step—call it interpretive Step 
Zero—is a critical examination of  the oftoverlooked 
fact that the text appears in a constitution, not some 
other kind of  legal document.
 According to Mr. Greve, we must know at 
Step Zero what constitutions are and what they do, 
generally speaking. We must examine the particu-
lar constitution in question as a whole—including, 
importantly, what it omits. And we must know a lot 
about that constitution’s history of  interpretation 
and application. Only in this fashion do we know 
the function each constitutional element is intended 
to perform, and only by knowing those individual 
functions can we discern those elements’ prop-
er scope of  application—and unmask attempted 
circumventions of  them as in the Polar Tankers case. 
We cannot know anything until we see the logical 
coherence of  everything.
The academic originalists’ great mistake lies, there-
fore, in trying to shortcut the interpretive process by 
skipping over the hard work of  wrestling with the 
Constitution as a whole before getting down to the 
brass tacks of  its individual clauses. They short-cir-

Constitution
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cuit or avoid Step Zero. They short-change the 
highest-level questions that preoccupied our Found-
ers: What is a written constitution? What should go 
into and be left out of  such a document? What are 
the “great difficulties” in framing such a document? 
What relationship is there between the constitutional 
enactments of  a particular time and their applica-
tion to “posterity”? How can such governance from 
beyond the grave be legitimate?
 Mr. Greve contends that it is only by study-
ing politics from the Framers’ vantage, with such 
high-level questions in mind, that today’s Americans 
can correct their constitutional course and right 
their ship of  state. It is against this backdrop that 
John Adams’ wellmeaning benediction—that his 
sons and grandsons might avoid studies of  “politics 
and war” and enjoy a quiet life studying everything 
from “mathematics and philosophy” to “statuary, 
tapestry, and porcelain”—becomes for Mr. Greve a 
nation-threatening curse. There is, of  course, plenty 
of  political studying still going on. Indeed, judging 
from The Upside-Down Constitution’s endless endnotes, 
Mr. Greve has read all of  it. But notwithstanding 
our brimming academic journals, Mr. Greve insists, 
“we have forgotten an awful lot” that is crucially 
important.

The New Deal 2.0
If  Mr. Greve’s analysis is sound, a second intellec-
tual casualty will be our received wisdoms, both 
positive and negative, about New Deal constitution-
alism. In Mr. Greve’s telling, the twentiethcentury 
law’s empire of  the New Deal resembles the British 
Empire of  olden times—justified as benevolence, 
impelled by profit (“rent seeking”), acquired in an 
absence of  mind. Mr. Greve asserts in a revealing 
passage that the New Deal “never even aspired” to 
“reasoned engagement” in a constitutionally “hon-
orific” sense. This is why, according to Mr. Greve, 
there is no “New Deal equivalent of  the Declaration 
of  Independence, the Federalist Papers, or the Gettys-
burg address.”
 Mr. Greve’s views are thus ironically par-
allel to those of  New Deal historians (like Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr.) who see in the political clash over 
the New Deal a struggle between forces of  enlight-
ened benevolence and benighted self-interested-
ness. But in Mr. Greve’s telling (unlike Professor 
Schlesinger’s), it is the New Deal, not its opponents, 
that embodies self-interestedness and reaction.

 In this revisionist telling, just as a sovereign 
monarch used to be dutybound to protect the People’s 
rights against invasions by local dukes and earls, so the 
sovereign United States Constitution assigns this same 
function to the federal government—and especially to 
the United States Supreme Court as the Constitution’s 
first ambassador to future generations. Not surprising-
ly, under republican government as under monarchial 
government, the dukes and earls chafe at their yoke, 
long to be rid of  it, and conspire continuously against 
the sovereign’s defense of  the People’s rights. And in the 
New Deal era, says Mr. Greve, the local chieftains at 
last prevailed in a constitutional overthrow, abetted by 
unique political conditions; informed by practical wis-
dom acquired over decades of  constitutional experience; 
and enabled by an intellectually shallow or (sorry to say) 
intellectually corrupt Supreme Court. This narrative is 
novel, welldefended, and pointedly expressed. It makes 
for compelling reading. It will infuriate some of  the New 
Deal’s admirers.
 On the other hand, Mr. Greve takes further, 
albeit lessimpassioned, aim at New Deal constitutional-
ism’s most ardent detractors. What about the expansion 
of  federal spending powers beyond the bounds of  the 
enumeration of  other federal powers by the Constitu-
tion? Perfectly legitimate, says Mr. Greve, relying on 
Alexander Hamilton. What about the expansion of  
federal authority over interstate commerce to the point 
of  allowing wheat-market cartelization and prohibiting 
farmers from feeding their own homegrown wheat to 
their own home-bred cattle? Perfectly legitimate, says 
Mr. Greve, relying on Chief  Justice Marshall. Those re-
sults, he says, follow necessarily not only from the public 
meaning of  the relevant texts but also from the structur-
al fact that ours is a “minimalist” constitution.
 Concededly, these last propositions may surprise 
those who’ve read about Mr. Greve in the national news-
papers. The New York Times Magazine did a feature article 
on Mr. Greve and others a few years back, the thesis of  
which was that Mr. Greve (and these others) were part 
of  a movement to overturn the New Deal and bring 
back an old version of  the Constitution from “exile” in 
order to achieve a great triumph of  constitutionalized 
libertarian economics.The Upside-Down Constitution dispels 
such notions. It clarifies Mr. Greve’s belief  that Washing-
ton can cartelize, regulate, or prohibit practically every 
economic activity—putting aside the wisdom of  doing 
so.
 Less obviously, but equally important, Mr. Greve 
and the New Deal Justices agree that “the Old Court’s 
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justices”—that is, the pre-New Deal Supreme Court—
“failed to realize that the formalism that once had been 
their strength was rapidly turning into a liability.” On 
an intellectual plane, then, Mr. Greve sees the New Deal 
Court’s failing, not in its disavowal of  “formalism” or 
its quest for a new “functional” jurisprudence, but in 
its inability to attain a functional jurisprudence he finds 
“constitutionally plausible.”
The bottom line for Mr. Greve is a New Deal Court that 
could recognize problems but was too inept (or intellec-
tually misguided) to craft solutions. Upon sensing the 
impossibility of  sustaining doctrine based on formalistic 
distinctions, the New Deal Court could have, for exam-
ple, shifted the doctrines delimiting the federal govern-
ment’s enumerated powers from the old “formalisms” 
to what might be called a “serviceable functionalism”—
perhaps by stressing that not everything that happens in 
the world can be deemed “commerce” subject to federal 
regulation, but nonetheless interpreting “commerce” 
meaningfully, functionally, and capaciously to encompass 
all non-fraudulent, voluntary transactions for value. This 
is, of  course, very close to what the Supreme Court has 
said and done in the Rehnquist and Roberts eras. Mr. 
Greve wonders why it could not have happened sooner.
 The New Deal is for Mr. Greve a legal sand-
wich of  nourishing meats between moldy bread slices. 

The nourishing meats are the center of  the New 
Deal, the New Deal constitutional reforms that 
non-specialists know about—those having to do with 
expanding federal authority to regulate economic 
activity; letting loose Social Security-scale federal 
spending initiatives; letting states run their local 
monopolies free of  direct judicial supervision and 
correction. Those cases, says Mr. Greve, were cor-
rectly decided. Indeed, not only were they correctly 
decided, they embody a goodly degree of  correct (if  
hazy) constitutional insight.
 But this healthy constitutional center comes, 
according to Mr. Greve, at an intolerably high cost 
of  top-level confusion (or downright ignorance) 
about constitutionalism as such, plus, its inevitable 
consequence, near-total disarray in groundlevel doc-
trine. If  there are more than a few oddball instances 
of  New Deal Justices penning decisions that can pass 
Mr. Greve’s exacting muster in the handling of  com-
monplace constitutional doctrines, Mr. Greve can’t 
think what those could be. Moreover, Mr. Greve 
sees all the most characteristic New Deal flaws—ig-
norance of  constitutionalism, doctrinal disarray, per-
sistent confusion—converging, discouragingly, in the 
New Deal Court’s signature opinion in Erie Railroad 
v. Tompkins.
 For Mr. Greve, Erie is one of  “the most 
central decisions” in “the entire history and 
architecture of  American constitutional law” and 
represents “the general sense of  an entire generation 
of  judges and legal scholars.” Although greatly and 
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importantly qualified by “new” strands of  federal 
common law, Erie, unlike other Supreme Court deci-
sions of  like consequence, has avoided serious chal-
lenges to its fundamental legitimacy for 75 years now. 
What could appear more legitimate, after all, than 
the Supreme Court exercising common-law decision-
making powers to yield commonlaw decisionmaking 
primacy to state governments, as Erie professes to do?
 And yet, according to Mr. Greve, Erie’s sup-
posedly irreproachable, onceforalltimes dismantling of  
the Constitution’s common-law substructure consti-
tutes the New Deal’s preeminent and irredeemable 
theoretical and practical mistake. On a theoretical 
level, Erierests on premises of  “rank” legal “positivism” 
that are inconsistent, all at once, with eighteenthcen-
tury, nineteenthcentury, and modern understandings 
of  common law. On a practical level, Erie leaves in 
disarray the groundlevel doctrines implementing the 
People’s vital interest in protecting their interstate and 
international commerce from expropriation by state 
and local governing elites. With the substructure of  
common law gone, Mr. Greve insists, the Court finds it 
difficult or impossible, theoretically and practically, to 
craft workable conflict-of-laws and federal-preemption 
doctrines. It finds it difficult rhetorically to justify a 
properly expansive jurisdiction for the federal courts.
 And with these doctrines neutered and the 
federal courts’ jurisdiction restricted, says Mr. Greve, 
our streams of  commerce have come to resemble the 
rivers of  Germany before theZollverein. Our economic 
enterprises, in this brave New Deal world, are liable to 
being taxed or looted without definable limit by every 
self-interested “interest group” that can win friends 
and influence people in any state legislature, adminis-
trative agency, or attorney general’s office throughout 
the country.
 Mr. Greve’s New Deal is, therefore, truly new. 
In his telling, nearly all of  the New Deal’s supposed 
doctrinal crimes were legitimate. But nearly all of  its 
supposedly legitimate doctrinal developments were 
crimes. The New Deal in this telling is every bit as bad 
as its worst critics had feared. But it is bad for reasons 
that have lain almost entirely overlooked—until now.

The Promethean Cassandra
Mr. Greve’s new New Deal is as central to his work as 
is his Founding. Indeed, absent this central figure, one 
might wonder whence cometh his distinct undertones 
of  controlled outrage and pervasive pessimism. Why 
such gloomy undertones in a book so redolent with 
heady overtones of  Promethean breakthroughs?

 There is of  course the prior question of  wheth-
er those breakthroughs are real. At the end of  the day, 
can it really be that a scholar might return in thought to 
Liberty Hall; listen intently to what was said and done 
there; insert those sparkling insights into the context of  
what has since been said, and done, and learned; and 
then descend the Liberty Hall steps several years later 
with tablets etched with the longforgotten but newly 
revalidated principles of  ’87—and in the process synthe-
size swaths of  economics, jurisprudence, and political 
science and resolve the raging debate between parti-
sans of  an original Constitution and those of  its living 
doctrinal embodiments? (As Mr. Greve himself  says, 
“I recognize the presumptuousness, and perhaps the 
implausibility, of  my intellectual enterprise.”)
 But even (and especially) for readers like me who 
are inclined to grant the accomplishment of  some such 
feats, a striking fact is the absence of  tones of  triumphal-
ism from this time-travelogue. It is remarkable that our 
intrepid Prometheus, having returned from 1787 free of  
Adams’ curse, delivers himself  of  Cassandra’s prophesy.
 Mr. Greve frets himself  by having the courage 
of  his convictions and insisting on the powerful gravita-
tional force of  even an inverted constitutional logic. He 
frets because he believes, deeply, that the Constitution’s 
structure remains coherent but becomes pernicious 
when interpreted according to the interests of  “Them 
the States and Factions.” Just as the Constitution’s au-
thentic logic was the great invisible hand benevolently 
guiding judicial decisions for the good of  We the Peo-
ple, back when the Constitution stood upright, so now 
the inverted constitutional logic forms the present-day 
stumbling block to decisions being made for our benefit.
 When precisely did this inversion from govern-
ment for the People to government for governing elites 
become entrenched? According to Mr. Greve, on the 
morning of  April 25, 1938, when Erie was decided. And 
when, according to Mr. Greve, shall We the People over-
come? Some day, surely, but only when the Erie doctrine 
(albeit probably not the Erieholding) surrenders uncon-
ditionally to higher constitutional principle. It is the 
remote distance of  that future day—together with the 
constitutional toil and torment he predicts for the inter-
im—that so troubles my dear friend, Mike Greve.

Robert R. Gasaway is a partner in the Washington, D.C. office of  
Kirkland & Ellis LLP.

This article was originally published by the Federalist 
Society; Spring 2012r
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Outline of a Platform for 
Constitutional Government

On June 17, 1858, Abraham Lincoln said in 
his House Divided Speech, “If we could 
first know where we are, and whither we 
are tending, we could better judge what 

to do, and how to do it.” His analysis was founded 
upon a profound contemplation of the Declaration of 
Independence and its embodiment in the Constitu-
tion of the United States. It issued in a set of proposals 
designed first to limit and then to extinguish slavery 
by strictly constitutional means. 

We require a similar kind of analysis today. Our most 
difficult policy issues are embedded in a vast adminis-
trative state that is built without regard for the prin-
ciples of the Declaration in their true meaning, or for 
the proper constitutional operation of government.

The Declaration of Independence articulates the place 
of man in nature: below God and above the beasts. 
It says that we may be governed only by our consent. 
Woodrow Wilson and the founders of modern liberal-
ism called these doctrines “obsolete.” They argued that 
we live now in the age of progress, and that govern-
ment must be an engine of that progress. This idea 

Larry P. Arnn

changes how we view not only the 
purpose of government, but also the 
rights of its citizens. 

Franklin Roosevelt added economic 
security to the natural rights, as the 
Declaration of Independence states, 
of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of hap-
piness.” Government grew as a result, 
especially under Lyndon Johnson and 
Richard Nixon. And it continues to 
grow—all in the name of progress. 
Indeed, the current administration is 
the most aggressive proponent of the 
doctrines of Progressivism since they 
were first introduced.

Under the influence of these new 
doctrines, the government has grown to be, in simple 
quantitative terms, the largest single force by far in the 
land. It now consumes nearly half of all we produce, 
and it is soon to accumulate a public debt as a percent-
age of Gross Domestic Product equal to the largest in 
our history, matching our debt level at the end of the 
Second World War. This debt leaves us vulnerable to 
every mischance that may come upon the nation from 
abroad or at home. The burden of it stifles enterprise 
and closes opportunity for all but the well connected.

As the government has grown, it has become a pow-
erful interest in everyday affairs of the nation. Increas-
ingly, bureaucracy is a factor in every operation our 
citizens undertake. 

In the management of our businesses, in the accom-
plishment of our jobs, in the rearing of our children, 
and in the very caring for our own bodies, there now 
are rules too numerous to count. Ominously, these 
rules now seek even to intrude into the electoral pro-
cesses by which our free people choose their represen-
tatives.  These rules originate in laws passed by Con-
gress that are much too long for anyone to read. After 
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these laws are passed, they are enhanced, expanded, 
interpreted, and complicated by regulatory agencies. 
We forget therefore the words of the Father of the 
Constitution, James Madison: 

It will be of little avail to the people that the laws 
are made by men of their own choice if the laws 
be so voluminous that they cannot be read, or so 
incoherent that they cannot be understood; if they 
be repealed or revised before they are promulgat-
ed, or undergo such incessant hanges that no man, 
who knows what the law is today, can guess what 
it will be tomorrow. Law is defined to be a rule of 
action; but how can that be a rule, which is little 
known, and less fixed?

All these developments, so long entrenched in our 
politics, are presented by their proponents as a natural 
extension of the original principles and the original 
institutions of the nation. Doubtless those who argue 
this also believe it, but it cannot possibly be true.

Gone now is the caution about human nature that 
recognizes that human beings must live under law in 
order to protect their rights, and that those who make 
and enforce the law are no more likely to be per-
fect—or less likely to violate the rights of their fellow 
citizens—than others. The current tendency toward 
unlimited government undermines the foundation of 
constitutional rule in our country. That foundation is 
stated by Madison in a few words: “If men were angels, 
no government would be necessary. If angels were to 
govern men, neither external nor internal controls on 
government would be necessary.”

Men must be governed because 
they are imperfect—less than God, 
less than angels. But then so too are 
those who make and enforce the law 
imperfect. They also have interests. 
Therefore government must have 
strong powers, but these powers must 
be limited and checked.  

If this is where we are, then it is easy 
to see “what to do, and how to do it.” 
We must return to the principles and 
institutions of the founding of our 
country. We must revive constitu-
tional rule. To do so, we propose the 
following four pillars of constitutional 

government.

1. Protecting the equal and inalienable rights of indi-
viduals is government’s primary responsibility.
a. By rights, America’s founders meant those things 
naturally belonging to us, and those things earned by 
our own labor. The protection of rights understood 
in this way breeds harmony in the society, because 
each of us claims for himself what he can also give to 
all others. We may all speak, worship, assemble, and 
keep our justly earned property without taking from 
another.

b. Each branch of government is subservient to the 
Constitution. 

c. The federal government has the constitutional duty 
to ensure that each state maintains a republican gov-
ernment. This obligation is strengthened and clarified 
in the 14th Amendment. It must ensure that no state 
infringes on the rights or the “privileges or immuni-
ties” of citizens. Yet it must also recognize the constitu-
tional standing of state governments.

d. The duties of Congress are clearly delineated in 
Article I, Section 8 of the Constitution. It 
should do no more, lest liberty be endangered. It 
should do no less, else anarchy ensue. 

2. Economic liberty is inversely proportional to 
governmental intrusion in the lives of citizens.   The 
platform upon which Abraham Lincoln was elect-
ed president stated “that the people justly view with 
alarm the reckless extravagance which pervades every 
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Constitution
department of the Federal Government.” It urged “a 
return to rigid economy and accountability” that “is in-
dispensable to arrest the systematic plunder of the public 
treasury by favorite partisans. . . .” Likewise today:

a. American economic recovery requires that we liber-
ate the American people to work, to save and to invest, 
secure in their property, confident about the dollar as a 
store of value, and sure that the government will be an 
impartial enforcer of the law and of contracts.

b. In all administration of federal programs we must de-
mand the utmost economy, and that every care be taken 
to avoid further growth and sprawl in the federal admin-
istrative establishment.

c. Our massive public investment in entitlement pro-
grams must be protected through privatization pro-
grams, which should utilize the real practices of insur-
ance against catastrophe and of savings for future needs. 
In this process our investment must be safeguarded from 
loss, as the government must keep its contracts.

d. Sound money is among the most sacred of the federal 
government’s responsibilities, and price stability should 
be the aim of monetary policy.

e. The federal government must not subsidize corpora-
tions or individuals in its tax code or any other policy. 

f. Philanthropy is the natural outgrowth of American 
principles and institutions. It should be encouraged and 
relied upon, along with local and state government, as 
the great engine of social reform and the amelioration of 
distress.

3. To accomplish its primary duty of protecting individ-
ual liberty, the federal government must uphold national 
security. 

a. National defense has been for most of American 
history the chief undertaking of the government under 
the Constitution. It has been supplanted by the federal 
entitlement and regulatory state. This reversal of priority 
hampers growth at home, deprives the American people 
of scope for self-government, and undermines the de-
fense of the nation.

b. We should pursue relentlessly every form of defense 
against foreign threats. Especially is this true in the case 
of attack by weapons of mass destruction. Therefore mis-
sile defense and a vigorous policy to combat Islamic and 

other forms of terrorism are urgently required.

c. We must overcome all international and domestic 
efforts to undermine American sovereignty, includ-
ing those mounted through the United Nations and 
other international organizations, or through efforts 
to impose new treaties.

d. Promotion of democracy and defense of inno-
cents abroad should be undertaken only in keeping 
with the national interest. 
4. The restoration of a high standard of public and 
private morality is essential to the revival of consti-
tutionalism. As the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 
states, “Religion, morality, and knowledge being 
necessary to good government and the happiness of 
mankind, schools and the means of education shall 
forever be encouraged.” The Constitution itself says 
nothing about education, for the same reason it says 
nothing 
about families or marriage or childrearing: the fed-
eral government should not control or regulate these 
things. Parents and teachers, not the federal govern-
ment, teach children. What they teach them matters 
most, for without proper moral and civic education 
a republican form of government will falter.  With 
it, and with a strong defense of our right to religious 
liberty, republican government can flourish. 

We close again with the words of Lincoln, from the 
same speech with which we began. Quoting the 
Bible, Lincoln said that “a house divided against 
itself cannot stand.” We shall be governed either by 
ourselves, under a Constitution, or else we shall be 
governed by the new kind of master invented in our 
day, the bureaucrat, and by the impenetrable web of 
rules that he fabricates and enforces.  Let us stand 
together against the rule of bureaucracy, and for 
liberty and the Constitution.
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There are three incredible things to keep in 
mind about the Declaration. First, there had 
never been anything like it in history. It was 
believed widely that the only way to have 
political stability was to have some family 
appointed to rule. King George III went by 
the title “Majesty.” He was a nice and humble 
man compared to other kings; but still, when 
his son wanted to marry a noble of lower sta-
tion, he was told he mustn’t do that, no mat-
ter what his heart said. That was the known 
world at the time of the American founding. 

Second, look at the end of the Declara-
tion. Its signers were being hunted by British 
troops. General Gage had an order to find 
and detain them as traitors. And here they 
were putting their names on a revolutionary 
document and sending it to the king. Its last 
sentence reads: “And for the support of this 
Declaration, with a firm reliance on the pro-
tection of divine Providence, we mutually 
pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes 
and our sacred Honor.” That is how people 
talk on a battlefield when they are ready to 
die for each other. 

The third thing about the Declaration 
is even more extraordinary in light of the 
first two: It opens by speaking of universal 
principles. It does not portray the founding 
era as unique—“When in the Course of hu-
man events” means any time—or portray the 
founding generation as special or grand—“it 
becomes necessary for one people to dissolve 
the political bands which have connected 
them with another” means any people. The 
Declaration is thus an act of obedience—an 
act of obedience to a law that persists beyond 
the English law and beyond any law that the 
Founders themselves might make. It is an 
act of obedience to the “Laws of Nature and 
of Nature’s God,” and to certain self-evident 

principles—above all the principle “that all 
men are created equal” with “certain un-
alienable Rights.” 

For the signers to be placing their lives 
at risk, and to be doing so while overturning 
a way of organizing society that had dom-
inated for 2,000 years, and yet for them to 
begin the Declaration in such a humble way, 
is very grand.

As for the Constitution, first, it is im-
portant to realize that some of the most influ-
ential modern historians suggest that it rep-
resents a break with the Declaration—that it 
represents a sort of second founding. If this 
were true, it would mean that the Founders 
changed their mind about the principles in 
the Declaration, and that in following their 
example we could change our minds as well. 
But in fact it is not true that the Constitution 
broke with the Declaration. It is false on its 
face.

The Constitution contains three funda-
mental arrangements: representation, which 
is the direct or indirect basis of the three 
branches of government described in the 
first three articles of the Constitution; sepa-
ration of powers, as embodied in those three 
branches; and limited government, which 
is obvious in the Constitution’s doctrine of 
enumerated powers—there is a list of things 
that Congress can do in Article I, Section 8, 
of the Constitution, and the things that are 
not listed it may not do. And all three of these 
fundamental arrangements, far from repre-
senting a break with the Declaration, are 
commanded by it. 

Look at the lengthy middle section 
of the Declaration, made up of the list of 
charges against the King. The King has 
attempted to force the people to “relin-
quish the right of Representation in the 

Legislature, a right inestimable to them and 
formidable to tyrants only.” He has “dis-
solved Representative Houses repeatedly, for 
opposing with manly firmness his invasions 
on the rights of the people.” He has “refused 
his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome 
and necessary for the public good.” So he 
has violated the idea and arrangement of 
representation.

What about separation of powers? As 
seen in the charges above, and in the charge 
that he would call together legislatures 
“at places unusual, uncomfortable, and 
distant…for the sole purpose of fatiguing 
them into compliance with his measures,” 
the King was violating the separation of 
the executive and legislative powers. And 
in “[making] judges dependent on his Will 
alone, for the tenure of their offices, and the 
amount and payment of their salaries,” he 
was violating the separation between the 
executive and judicial powers. 

Similarly, he violated the idea of limited 
government by sending “swarms of Officers 
to harrass [the] people, and eat out their 
substance,” by importing “large Armies of 
foreign Mercenaries,” by “imposing Taxes 
on [the people] without [their] Consent,” 
and in several other ways listed. 

By violating these arrangements—
which would become the three key elements 
of the Constitution—the King was violating 
the principles of the Declaration. This is 
what justified the American Revolution. 
And the point of this for our time is that in 
thinking about the American founding, we 
should think about the Declaration and the 
Constitution together. If the principles and 
argument of the Declaration are true, the 
arrangements and argument of the Consti-
tution are true, and vice versa.   
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Are we all Wilsonians now?

Neoconservatives, it should be said in fairness, 
brought the 28th President’s ideology through 
the front door in the plain light of  day in the 

form of  a moralized and expeditionary foreign policy.  
What few noticed is what got simultaneously smuggled 
in the back: a constitutional philosophy that suppresses 
Congress, elevates the Presidency and replaces deliber-
ation and an awareness of  human frailty—once staples 
of  conservative thought—with moral certitude and an 
emphasis on power concentrated in the daring man 
of  decisive action.   Those who prefer simpler political 
pleasures—liberty is one, prudence another—have rea-
son for concern.  For them, this is a season for a reasser-
tion of  legislative prerogatives, of  the not merely equal 
but paramount role the Framers assigned to the most—
indeed, the only—deliberative branch of  government: 
Congress.
 There are several reasons for partisans of  liber-
ty to resist the creeping Caesarism of  the contemporary 
Presidency.  One is that Publius’ principal concern is 
with power per se: its “encroaching nature,” as he says 
in Federalist 48.  Power’s source is irrelevant to that 
inquiry: Danger attaches to wherever it is strongest, the 

Congress and Deliberation in the 
Age of Woodrow Wilson:  An Elegy
by Greg Weiner 

legislatures in his day; the Presidency in ours.  It has be-
come commonplace for advocates of  a strong executive 
to argue that extraordinary power can safely be lodged 
in the Presidency because the occupant of  that office is 
accountable to the people.  Yet in Federalist 51 Publius 
considers and explicitly rejects “responsibility” as an 
adequate safeguard against the tyranny of  arbitrary 
rulers: “experience has taught mankind the need for 
auxiliary precautions.”  Indeed, the fact that Presiden-
tial power proceeds from such a gushing font would be, 
for Publius, reason for caution, not carte blanche.
 This brief  for restraining power by account-
ability alone is offered by those who also make rhe-
torical obeisance to the Constitution, but it is not 
the Framers’ argument; it is their opponents’.  The 
anti-Federalist Centinel made it: Government should 
not be too complicated; elect leaders for limited terms, 
he wrote, keep them accountable, call it a day.  So did 
President Wilson.  His assault on constitutional forms in 
his classic tract Congressional Government was focused 
on accountability as the only necessary prophylactic to 
abusive power, arguments that echo today in the claim 
that the President is answerable for abuses of  his office 
not to Congress but only to the people directly through 
the mechanism of  election.  Thus Wilson, arguing that 

Congress Voting Independence, a depiction of  the Second Continental Congress voting on the United States Declaration of  Independence photo: Liberty Forum
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power was to be welcomed, not suspected:

If  there be one principle clearer than another, it is 
this: that in any business, whether of  government 
or of  mere merchandising, somebody must be trusted, in 
order that when things go wrong it may be quite plain 
who should be punished. … Power and strict account-
ability for its use are the essential constituents of  good 
government. …  It is, therefore, manifestly a radical 
defect in our federal system that it parcels out power 
and confuses responsibility as it does.  The main pur-
pose of  the Convention of  1787 seems to have been 
to accomplish this grievous mistake. … [T]he only 
fruit of  dividing power has been to make it irrespon-
sible.[1]

Wilson ultimately found a strong Presidency useful for 
Progressive aims; contemporary neoconservatives have 
tended to find it hospitable to their goals in national se-
curity and foreign affairs.[2] But they would do well to 
remember that the power inheres in the office, not the 
function.  It is difficult to quarantine it to a single pur-
pose.  If  Congress is emasculated on matters of  foreign 
policy it can hardly assert itself  on issues of  domestic 
affairs, just as a President who possesses extraordinary 
powers to wage war on terror is sure to claim them to 
wage war on purported domestic crises too.  President 
Obama already has, threatening Congress to its face in 
the State of  the Union address that either it would act 
on climate change or he would, the two courses appar-
ently being interchangeable.
 Yet this Presidency-centric course assumes—as 
Wilson did—a nationalized and binary conception of  
public opinion, one comprised of  ones and zeroes in 
which the American people either favor a given policy 
or oppose it.  But public opinion—recall that ferocious 
fountain, and the founders’ fears thereof—is better 
understood as variegated and pixelated, and a body as 
diverse as Congress is better able to register those sub-
tleties than one as black and white as the Presidency, a 
winner-take-all institution that shuts out losers entirely.  
Congress can handle issues with a surgical suppleness 
characterized by compromise and accommodation that 
is foreign to the up-or-down, with-us-or-against-us men-
tality of  the Executive Branch.  It can be sensitive to the 
relative intensity of  minority views.  A voter who oppos-
es the President spends four years without so much as a 
chord of  a voice in the Executive Branch; every voter in 
the mainstream always has access to a substantial and 
willing ear in Congress.  The result is that Congress can 
take account of  the intensity and complexity of  public 
views in a way that the Presidency does not—indeed, 
explicitly resists doing.
 On Willmoore Kendall’s reading, the views 

Congress does register are likely to be more moderate 
and grounded.  The Executive, freed from the con-
straints of  circumstance to indulge itself  rhetorically, “is 
able … to put itself  forward on any particular issue as 
the spokesman for either lofty and enlightened principle or 
still undiffused professionalexpertise, or both.”[3] Con-
gress, by comparison, is disadvantaged in the competi-
tion for loftiness—a chorus of  535, even were it con-
ducted, which it is not, could not sing with the soaring 
clarity of  one—but grounded in the common-sense 
views of  multitudes rooted in local attachments and 
struggling closest to the ground with real questions of  
implementation.
 What is sacrificed in all this, critics say, is deci-
sive action.  But this, too, is precisely the point, because 
decisiveness conceived in terms of  speed alone is at war 
with what Aristotle and Burke conceived as the political 
virtue par excellence: prudence.  Representatives delib-
erating together on the public good are engaged in pol-
itics in its noblest sense: as an activity that is not merely 
functional in character, not to be valued according to 
whether it leads to the best policy outcomes alone—
though the assumption is that it will—but rather as a 
good in itself.
 The problem is that the fascination with the 
decisive man of  action that has long characterized 
Progressive thought—witness Wilson, Arthur Schlesing-
er[4] and others—and has recently infiltrated a certain 
strain of  conservative thinking is wholly divorced from 
the question of  whether circumstances require such a 
man.  Lincoln’s warning in theLyceum Address—that 
the greatest threat to liberty would come from leaders 
seeking to reap glory when the field of  greatness had al-
ready been harvested by the founding generation—de-
serves a renewed hearing these decades after the World 
War Two generation.  One cannot be a Churchill 
without a war or a Roosevelt without a Depression; the 
desire for glory generates its own demand for crisis, and 
crisis is the handmaiden of  power.  Presidents cannot 
run for office on a platform of  stasis, even if  the times 
warrant it.  They are evaluated—by historians, by jour-
nalists and, make no mistake, by voters—according to 
the volume of  change they generate, without this being 
calibrated to need.  James Madison called this the “mul-
tiplicity” of  policymaking and regarded it as a vice.  We 
call it a virtue.
 Meanwhile, the aggrandized conception of  the 
executive that results encourages servility among the 
people.  The President emerges as a protector: Gene 
Healy’s father figure, a cultish personality with mystical 
powers.[5]  He comforts us in times of  mourning, reas-
sures us in moments of  danger, controls on our behalf  
all distant and disparate events.  Presidents have egged 
this on.  Power is the reason.
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II
Things did not start this way. Kendall and George W. 
Carey trace the originating symbol of  the American 
tradition to the Mayflower Compact, a document 
whose signatories publicly appended their names to a 
framework of  deliberation that promised no specific 
outcome but rather those laws “thought to be meet 
and convenient.”[6]   Emphasis, Kendall and Carey 
note, on “thought.”  It implies awareness of  human 
imperfection, of  the limitations of  our capacities, an 
explicit disclaiming of  any special access to the mind of  
God despite having identified the glory of  Heaven as 
a purpose of  their undertaking.  Deliberation not only 
accepts but embraces the fact of  frailty as the essence 
of  prudence.  We cannot foresee all consequences, so 
we ought to proceed with caution, especially when 
meddling with such systems of  infinite complexity as 
human society.  Yet deliberation has emerged among 
partisans of  a strong executive as a vice rather than a 
virtue.  Among the reasons Chuck Hagel’s nomination 
for Defense Secretary was derided was the implication 
that he might be too deliberate about that for which 
deliberation would seem to be the most appropriate. 
“[T]he defense secretary,” wrote Eliot Cohen in but 
one example, “must be quite capable of  sending young 
men and women into harm’s way.  If  he or she cannot 
do that and still sleep well at night, he or she has no 
business being in that job.”  Decisiveness in the decisive 
moment, to be sure.  By all means, make the plans; 
consider the consequences; if  they warrant, pull the 
trigger.  But not even a wink of  sleep lost?
 The desire here would seem to be for a politics 
of  moral certitude that is not cognizably conservative 
but does bear the markings, again, of  Wilsonianism.  
Wilson’s Olympian moralizing was legendary; Rob-
ert Nisbet relates that he cast himself  as, in Nisbet’s 
phrase, the “Redeemer in the cause of  humanity” in 
a conflict over the future of  Princeton’s eating clubs.
[7]  “If  I didn’t feel that I was the personal instrument 
of  God,” he once said, “I could never carry on.”  His 
sanctimonious refusal to compromise even on so clear-
cut a constitutional principle as Congress’ war powers 
cost him Senate ratification of  the Treaty of  Versailles.  
Something this grandiose is apparent in the contempo-
rary executive: I Am the Change, in Charles Kesler’s 
formulation of  Barack Obama’s salvific politics,[8] 
which is fair enough, even as one awaits its prequel I 
Am the Decider.
 Obama campaigned against President Bush’s 
expansive conception of  the office but has, predictably, 
carried it forward.  He and his predecessor alike have 
displayed arrogance toward the legislature that would 
be breathtaking were it not so predictable and outra-

geous were Congress not so pathetically compliant in 
reply.  Ordered by Congress to stop torturing detainees 
in 2006, Bush eschewed the constitutional weapon 
at his disposal for defending what he believed to be 
his constitutional turf—his veto pen—instead using 
it to write this message:  “The executive branch shall 
construe… the Act, relating to detainees, in a manner 
consistent with the constitutional authority of  the Pres-
ident to supervise the unitary executive branch and as 
Commander in Chief  and consistent with the constitu-
tional limitations on the judicial power….”  This was 
to say—undergraduates have no trouble ferreting out 
the message—he meant not to follow the law.  But this 
signing statement, a device candidate Obama savaged, 
was indistinguishable from the onePresident Obama is-
sued on a bill involving detentions of  terrorist suspects: 
“Moving forward, my Administration will interpret and 
implement the provisions described below in a manner 
that best preserves the flexibility on which our safety 
depends and upholds the values on which this country 
was founded.”  There is an implicit doctrine of  presi-
dential infallibility here.  Congress mustered not even a 
yawn of  self-defense in reply.

III
Advocates of  strong presidential power have turned for 
succor to Federalist 70, which speaks of  “energy” and 
“unity” in the executive.  “Energy,” it should be speci-
fied, meant not that the President would drive the en-
gine of  state but rather that he would possess sufficient 
power to resist the encroachments of  Congress and 
carry into effect its decisions: still an essentially reactive 
position.  Execution can afford to be swift precisely be-
cause deliberation has already occurred and a decision 
reached in the legislative branch.  None of  this suggests 
the forward-moving, agenda-setting role of  the contem-
porary Presidency.  More important, in their headlong 
rush toward Federalist 70, these advocates of  Presiden-
tial power tend to skip Federalist 69, which explains, 
illustratively, how the President differs from the King 
of  Great Britain.  His power as commander in chief, 
the fountainhead of  the contemporary security state, 
is actually according to Hamilton “only the occasional 
command of  such part of  the militia of  the nation as 
by legislative provision may be called into the actual 
service of  the Union,” this as opposed to the King’s 
constant authority.  The President would be “nothing 
more” than a first general or admiral after Congress has 
decided to engage in conflict.  The President’s power to 
receive ambassadors, from which a power to recognize 
foreign governments and hence a plenary authority 
over foreign affairs has been deduced, was in fact “more 
a matter of  dignity than authority,” one “without conse-
quence in the administration of  the government.”

Constitution
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 Times, proponents of  executive power say, 
have changed.  The world is a big and dangerous and 
fast-moving place, and there is no longer room for the 
necessarily messy, public and slow-moving spectacle of  
Congressional deliberation.  But the war in Iraq was 
debated publicly for months before President Bush or-
dered an invasion; the question was merely whether the 
prescribed Constitutional form was to be followed.  If  
the Congressional power to declare war did not apply 
in this circumstance, it is difficult to see how it any lon-
ger applies in any.  George F. Will observed during the 
run-up to the Iraq war that “some conservatives [were] 
construing into nonexistence the Constitution’s provi-
sion for involving Congress” in decisions regarding war 
and peace when they argued the President alone could 
launch war in Iraq.[9]
 That fighting terrorists requires adequate, and 
that adequate means robust, executive power is beyond 
dispute.  Forms must adapt to change; balances ought 
to be struck.  But there is a particular historical arro-
gance in the view that terrorism is so different, that the 
times in which we happen to live are so unique, that ha-
beas corpus and other protections dating to the Magna 
Carta are ones we, in this circumstance arising suddenly 
in our era, can no longer abide.  The fights against 
communism and fascism threatened far more lives, yet 
liberties were formally preserved even if  occasionally 
impinged.  Moreover, to adapt forms is not to jettison 
their foundational principles.  Deliberation is one of  
them.  Congress can and ought to retain a leading role 
in establishing the principles and striking the balances 
according to which terrorism is to be fought.  Codify-
ing standards for drone strikes would be a start.  Such 
would not overly fetter the discretion of  the executive; 
it would not involve Congress in identifying targets or 
choosing the time and place of  attacks.  It would simply 
recognize that there are underlying values that must 
be resolved and that a deliberate majority ought to be 
involved—has a responsibility to be involved—in resolv-
ing them.
 To be sure, a “deliberate” majority is a con-
siderable assumption in an era whose nearly every 
technological and political impulse discourages careful 
consideration.  But the question remains which branch 
of  government is likeliest to perform the functions 
for which deliberation is intended: slowing the pace 
of  consideration, taking account of  the comparative 
intensity of  views, accommodating minority positions 
and involving citizens in the inherent goods of  politics.  
The executive is virtually designed systematically to un-
dermine these goods, operating as Hamilton said with 
“secrecy and despatch,” not publicity and prudence, 
residing wholly in the control of  one ideology at a time 
rather than accounting for a multiplicity of  them.  An 

energetic executive delivers different goods, even attrac-
tive ones.  They are the goods Wilson was after: clean, 
sharp angles of  rationality and responsibility, efficiency, 
forward motion.  But these goods reduce politics to 
instrumentality alone: Its purpose is to give us things we 
want, and if  it is going to do so, it might as well do so 
quickly.
 Wilson, like his predecessor Andrew Jackson 
and virtually each of  his successors, was wont to note 
that he was the only elected official chosen by all the 
people and therefore the only agent of  truly national 
concerns.  Here again we see the binary conception 
of  the national interest: It does not percolate upward 
from concrete local attachments.  It has an independent 
and ethereal existence, and a black-and-white one at 
that: up or down, one or zero.  Congress, by contrast, 
is said—perish the thought—to be mired in the morass 
of  parochial interests.  But David R. Mayhew raises the 
prospect that “in the long run a particularistic regime 
may prove more durable than an efficient bureaucratic 
state without local roots.”[10]  Tocqueville’s position is 
similar.  He saw the American regime rooted in the very 
local attachments Wilson stigmatizes.
 It can hardly be denied that these often operate 
at the expense of  efficiency.  But if  efficiency is all we 
value, deliberation cannot compete.  Neither can liber-
ty—if, that is, we are to follow Publius in assuming that 
power inherently threatens it and that power therefore 
must be diffused.  There is in this as in all good things 
a balance to be struck, one that captures sufficient 
authority for the objects of  government—and certainly 
security ranks high among them—to be attained while 
preserving liberty.  This is the essence of  the American 
experiment.  Its solution was a Constitutional regime 
of  separation of  powers in which the authorities to 
make rules and enforce them were split—including the 
authorities to start conflicts and prosecute them, to set 
policies and carry them out.  Within that regime, it was 
natural that the authority that made laws—the author-
ity on which all others, the authorities to execute and 
interpret, relied—would stand above.  For liberty’s sake, 
it ought to again.

Greg Weiner, who teaches political science at Assumption College, is a former 
political consultant and the author of  Madison’s Metronome: The Consti-
tution, Majority Rule and the Tempo of  American Politics. He is currently 
working on a book on the political thought of  Daniel Patrick Moynihan.

[1] Wilson, Congressional Government, 187 (emphasis in original).
[2] Wilson, Constitutional Government in the United States.
[3] Kendall, “Two Majorities,” 324, emphasis in original.
[4] See Schlesinger, The Age of  Jackson and A Thousand Days, postures somewhat chas-
tened in The Imperial Presidency.
[5] Healy, The Cult of  the Presidency.
[6] Kendall and Carey, Basic Symbols of  the American Political Tradition.
[7] Nisbet, The Present Age, page TK.
[8] Kesler, I Am the Change: Barack Obama and the Crisis of  Liberalism.
[9] George F. Will, “Improvised War Etiquette,” Washington Post, August 29, 2002.
[10] Mayhew, Congress: The Electoral Connection, 163.
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Sagamore and Bill Bennett 
Team Up for 

Civic Education
As a conventional think 
tank, ideas are our 
business. Yet at Saga-
more Institute, we’re 
unconventional in our 
methodology. We’re not 
removed from reality, 
and we don’t hypothe-
size from 30,000 feet. 
We’re committed to 
transforming innovative 
ideas into real results. 
We combine the pow-
er of  new thinking 
with effective action to 
transform our neigh-
borhoods, communities, 
and nation—one idea at 
a time.

Improving education and strengthening citizenship are 
primary missions of  Sagamore Institute. So it was a 
great honor for us to be invited by former U.S. Edu-
cation Secretary William J. Bennett to be his partner 
in restoring excellence in U.S. history education. Dr. 
Bennett wants to transform the classroom to build 
“the good citizen” through an endeavor called Team 
HOPE (History Opens Eyes), which promotes a new 
history education model in American schools. This 
initiative is raising awareness about the essential na-
ture of  civic education while taking corrective steps to 
increase historical literacy, which has waned in recent 
years.

These days, many high schools have exchanged 
instruction about the American Revolution for global 
studies. This means that in classrooms across America 
today, instruction about our nation’s founding starts—
and ends—in the lower grades. And like any other 
subject we learn, without constant reinforcement, 

knowledge of  American history fades over time.

When was the last time you caught 
your teenager staying up past 
bedtime with a flashlight under the 
covers reading a history textbook? 
Well, the great American story is that 
engaging. We should tell it that way.

The National Assessment of  Educational Progress 
(NAEP) assesses student understanding of  the develop-
ment of  America’s democratic institutions and ideals. 
Recent results indicate that American students score 
worse in U.S. history than any other tested subject 
area. While many of  us are aware of  the underper-
formance of  students in science, mathematics, and 
language arts, the NAEP assessment suggests an even 
bleaker picture of  “American Amnesia” suffered by 
our youth: the longer students stay in school, the less 
they know about our history.

As a longtime educator, Dr. Bennett understands that 
traditional encyclopedia-style history texts are rarely 
read for understanding; instead, they are too often 
used for rote memorization of  facts and figures. They 
are boring and suffer from what some have called the 
“mentioning syndrome”—the who, what, where, and 
when—that is devoid of  context. In some cases, the 
content is so mini- mal that the history of  World War 
II is covered in a few pages.

Dr. Bennett has responded to this crisis in U.S. history 
education. His landmark two- volume series America: 
The Last Best Hope breaks convention to “recapture the 
glory” and the “conviction about American greatness 
and purpose.” Widely renowned as one of  America’s 
best storytellers, Dr. Bennett’s textbooks are written as 
an engaging and interesting narrative, rather than an 
analytical study. The content is fresh and exciting to 
readers. Stories about historical figures are humorous 
and engaging, hooking students on subject matter and 
promoting an interest in lifelong learning.
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Civic Education

Dr. Bennett tapped Sagamore Institute Senior Fellow 
Dr. Rex Bolinger to serve as executive director of  
Team HOPE. A former Indiana Principal of  the Year, 
Dr. Bolinger led a team of  his fellow Milken Educator 
Award recipients in the Team HOPE initiative, which 
creates and promotes curricular materials tied to Dr. 
Bennett’s narrative. Team HOPE’s signature product 
is the Road- map to America, a package of  lesson plans, 
enrichment classroom activities, student guides, and a 
compilation of  trusted links inviting students to engage 
in more in- depth study of  American history.

These Internet-based resources are a departure from 
conventional print textbooks. They offer the teachers 
and students cutting-edge, dynamic, and interactive 
resources that cannot be offered in print. Over 1,000 
prescreened links are offered, and they have been 
organized into libraries on particular subjects. Digital 
books are also available to students.
The key student component of  the Roadmap is a dy-
namic website including interactive maps and the-
matic audio podcasts from Dr. Bennett himself, which 
provide background information and offer captivating 
stories to complement the content in the textbooks. 
Study aids, including key terms, topics, events, and 
biographies of  historical figures, assist students in 
organizing, learning, and retaining the material in 
preparation for state and national standardized tests. 
Plays engage students in active, participatory learning, 
allowing them to feel as if  they were present during 
important historical events.

Improving educational resources for both teachers and 
students of  history and social studies is one strategy to 
improving the knowledge of  rising generations. To ac-
complish this, Team HOPE loaded the Roadmap with 
essays, discussion topics, plays, graphical timelines, 
PowerPoint presentations, lesson plans, and examina-
tions tailored for educators.

Higher standards must also be part of  the equation. 
The state of  Indiana has become the leading imple-
menter of  Dr. Bennett’s textbooks and beneficiary 
of  Team HOPE’s resources. In the fall of  2008, the 
Indiana State Board of  Education called for a “deep-
er review” to find textbooks that “bring history and 
other social studies to life.” The following year, the 
State Board announced that The Last Best Hope was the 
only history textbook that enhanced student interest in 
history. Approximately 20 Indiana schools and districts 
have adopted the text and curriculum.

Improving educational resources for 
students of history and social 
studies is one strategy to improving 
the knowledge of rising generations.

As globalization marches on, American students must 
be prepared to compete in a worldwide, twenty-first- 
century knowledge economy. Equally as important, 
they must also be equipped to represent the America 
Idea to the world. To be effective ambassadors for 
democracy, they must have much more than what 
professional historian and author David McCullough 
describes as a vague memory of  American history. 
They must have a meaningful understanding of  our 
nation’s vital foundational tenets.

Thanks to Dr. Bennett’s artful prose and Team 
HOPE’s expert educational materials, America’s edu-
cators are better prepared to teach the next generation 
to become good citizens. This not only helps ensure 
our own nation’s survival, but it also continues to shine 
a beacon for our global neighbors who lack the most 
basic freedoms. Restoring excellence in U.S. history 
education and promoting an informed citizenry are 
twin engines furthering a twenty-first-century democ-
racy agenda. Sagamore remains committed to further-
ing this cause.
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David McCullough on 
Teaching Citizenship

Bruce Cole served as chairman of the National 
Endowment for the Humanities from 2001-2009.  
Prior to his federal service, he was Distinguished 
Professor for Art History and Professor of Com-
parative Literature at Indiana University.  Serving 
as NEH chair post 9/11, Dr. Cole created the 
We the People initiative, on of the nation’s most 
successful civic education programs.  He also 
launched Picturing America, a campaign to use 
great American art to teach national history, in 
schools and libraries nationwide. In November 
2008, President Bush awarded Cole the Presi-
dential Citizens Medal “for his work to strength-
en our national memory and ensure that our 
country’s heritage is passed on to future gener-
ations.”

During his tenure at NEH, he interviewed 
David McCullough about the humanities and the 
role they play in building and preserving democ-
racy.  Here is that interview.

Bruce Cole: In many ways, you›re the ideal 
historian because you bring first-rate scholarship 
to a wide audience in a way that is both literary 
and accessible.

David McCullough: Well, thank you. It›s what I 
try very hard to do. My shorthand answer is that 
I try to write the kind of book that I would like to 
read. If I can make it clear and interesting and 
compelling to me, then I hope maybe it will be for 

the reader.
I just thank my father 

and mother, my lucky 
stars, that I had the ad-
vantage of an education 
in the humanities. Being 
an English major at Yale in 
the 1950s was a privilege. 
People like John O’Hara, 
John Hersey, Brendan Gill, 
and Thornton Wilder were 
around on the campus. 
There were days when I 
sat down at the commu-

nal lunch table beside Thornton Wilder. There 
was the daily themes course, which was taught 
by Robert Penn Warren. Their presence was a 
reminder of how very far one had to go beyond 
Yale.

After Yale I served a valuable apprenticeship, 
first at Time and Life, then at the U.S. Informa-
tion Agency, then at American Heritage, trying 
to learn how to do this. Once I discovered the 
endless fascination of doing the research and 
of doing the writing, I knew I had found what I 
wanted to do in my life.

Every book is a new journey. I never felt I was 
an expert on a subject as I embarked on a proj-
ect. Mary Lee Settle, who is a writer whose work 
I greatly admire, said, “I write to find out.” That 
says it perfectly.

With a book like John Adams, I’ve spent six 
glorious years in the eighteenth century. To go 
into that time, it is necessary not to just read 
what they wrote--”they” meaning John and Ab-
igail Adams and others in their circle--but to try 
and read what they read. To go back and read 
Swift and Defoe and Samuel Johnson and Smol-
lett and Pope--all those people we had to read in 
college English courses--to read them now is to 
have one of the infinite pleasures in life.

To me history ought to be a source of plea-
sure. It isn’t just part of our civic responsibility. 
To me it’s an enlargement of the experience of 

ColeMcCullough
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being alive, just the way literature or art or music 
is. I have certain people that I try to keep in mind 
as an example.

Cole: Do you think about them while you›re 
writing?

McCullough: Yes, very often. The more I go 
back and reread Francis Parkman, the more 
admiration I have for him. I paint, too, and--
maybe it›s true in all the arts--it›s an antidote 
to hubris. You are reminded again and again of 
how far you have to go compared to what other 
people have done. You stand in front of one of 
those great paintings or you pick up Samuel 
Johnson›s essays or Francis Parkman›s works 
on the French and Indian War, and it›s humbling. 
But it also is affirming in the sense that you 
realize that you›re working in a great tradition.

Cole: Absolutely. Were I a painter standing in 
front of Rembrandt›s Late Self-portrait in the 
Frick, I›d have given up. But it is inspiring. It does 
show you what can be done.

McCullough: The first time I saw Botticelli›s The 
Birth of Venus in the Uffizi Gallery, it was as if I›d 
been struck. First of all, it was so much bigger 
than I ever had any idea it would be. And it›s 
so glorious. It not only puts your own abilities in 
perspective, it certainly dashes any arrogance we 
might have about how far we›ve progressed over 
the centuries. Who in the world could do that 
today? Nobody. I would have flown all the way to 
Italy, taken the train up from Rome and back, and 
then home again, just to have seen that painting.

Cole: One of the things you never get from 
photographs is a sense of the physicality of the 
painting or of its scale. 
 When you teach art history you show 
slides. They are exactly the same size, and your 
students only have a vague approximation. 
When you actually see the thing it comes as a 
revelation.
 To return for a moment to this question of 
history for a larger audience, aside from Park-
man who are your heroes?

McCullough: There are certain books that I like 

very much. Reveille in Washington. I love Bar-
bara Tuchman’s work, particularly The Proud 
Tower. Paul Horgan’s biography of Archbishop 
Lamy is a masterpiece. Wallace Stegner’s book 
on John Wesley Powell I’m fond of.

I like some of the present-day people: Rob-
ert Caro’s first volume on Lyndon Johnson was 
brilliant. I care for some of the best of the Civil 
War writing: Shelby Foote, for example, and 
Bruce Catton’s The Stillness at Appomattox. 
It was Catton’s Stillness at Appomattox that 
started me reading about the Civil War, and then 
on to people like Tuchman and others. There is 
a wonderful book called The Reason Why, about 
the Charge of the Light Brigade--and biogra-
phies--Henri Troyat’s Tolstoy, for example.

I work very hard on the writing, writing and 
rewriting and trying to weed out the lumber. I’m 
very aware how many distractions the reader has 
in life today, how many good reasons there are 
to put the book down. To hold the reader’s atten-
tion, you have to bring the person who’s reading 
the book inside the experience of the time: What 
was it like to have been alive then? What were 
these people like as human beings?

When I did Truman, I had no idea what woods 
I was venturing into. Had I known it was going to 
take me ten years, I never would have done it. In 
retrospect, I’m delighted now that I didn’t know.
I love all sides of the work but that doesn’t 
mean it isn’t hard. There have been times when 
a book was taking year after year--not with this 
one so much, but with The Path Between the 
Seas--when I’d come down to Washington to 
do research in the National Archives, hoping I 
wouldn’t find anything new because it could set 
me back another year or two.

By the same token, to open up a box of the 
death certificates kept by the French at the hos-
pital in Ancon, at Panama City and to read the 
personal details of those who died--their names, 
their age, where they came from, height, color of 
eyes--was a connection with the reality of them, 
the mortal tale of that undertaking, that one can 
never find by doing the conventional kind of 
research with microfilm or Xeroxed copies.

Cole: Do you find the research or the writing 
harder? I think writing is just an agony that we›re 
all addicted to.

Civic Education
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McCullough: To me it›s very hard. There are 
days when you just can›t get it right. But I love 
both. There›s an awful temptation to just keep on 
researching. There comes a point where you just 
have to stop, and start writing. When I began, I 
thought that the way one should work was to do 
all the research and then write the book. In time 
I began to understand that it›s when you start 
writing that you really find out what you don›t 
know and need to know.

Cole: I feel that way myself. It›s a clarifying 
process. It really shows you where you have to 
fill in the gaps.

McCullough: You can target your efforts much 
more clearly. I love to go to the places where 
things happen. I like to walk the walk and see 
how the light falls and what winter feels like.

Cole: Have you done this for every book?

McCullough: Every book, yes.

Cole: At what stage during your writing do you do 
that?

McCullough: I›ve done it two ways: With the 
Truman book, I wrote the entire account of his 
experiences in World War I before going over to 
Europe to follow his tracks in the war. When I got 
there, there was a certain satisfaction in finding I 
had it right--it does look like that. But there were 
also many things that were quite different from 
what I had pictured.

And I like to get a sense of scale--whether 
it’s a battlefield or a room or a house. The house 
that the Adamses lived in in London--our first 
embassy there--still stands. It’s the only eigh-
teenth-century house left on Grosvenor Square, 
and it’s tiny. I find that eloquent that it’s so small.

It’s like Carpenters’ Hall in Philadelphia. That’s 
a beautiful little Georgian red brick structure, 
about fifty by fifty. It has all the ideals of the eigh-
teenth century: balance and light. You go in there 
and you think: This is where the first Continental 
Congress met? One of the greatest beginnings 
in all of history began in this little room?

Cole: I was amazed about the populations of 

New York and Boston--how small they were and 
how big the British army was. That does help put 
it into perspective.

McCullough: When I read that the British army 
had landed thirty-two thousand troops--and I had 
realized, not very long before, that Philadelphia 
only had thirty thousand people in it--it practically 
lifted me out of my chair. They landed an army 
bigger than the entire population of the largest 
city in the country.

Cole: That›s an amazing fact. It would be 
wonderful if there were more historians working 
in the way that you do. It seems to me that many 
academic historians are writing more and more 
for specialized audiences. It›s always seemed 
to me that if you›re passionate about something, 
you want to communicate that to the widest 
possible audience.

McCullough: I feel I›m working in a tradition that 
goes all the way back to Thucydides or Gibbon, 
if you want. They weren›t academic historians 
either.

I can fairly be called an amateur because I do 
what I do, in the original sense of the word--for 
love, because I love it. On the other hand, I think 
that those of us who make our living writing his-
tory can also be called true professionals.

Cole: Absolutely.

McCullough: I don›t feel that there is a great 
divide between the work that I and others do and 
those in the academic world. There are superb 
writers who are academic historians: Bernard 
Bailyn, William Leuchtenburg, Kenneth Jackson. 
And there are people who are trying to write 
history for the general reader who can be quite 
tedious. That said, I do feel in my heart of hearts 
that if history isn’t well written, it isn’t going to be 
read, and if it isn’t read it’s going to die.

Cole: I agree.

McCullough: I feel that what I do is a calling. I 
would pay to do what I do if I had to. I will never 
live long enough to do the work I want to do: the 
books I would like to write, the ideas I would like 
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to explore. I have to have the form in mind before 
I can write the book.

Cole: You find the architecture. Then when you 
get into it, do you find all sorts of surprises?

McCullough: Absolutely. It›s why everybody 
should be able to go into the stacks. You find the 
books you didn›t know you were looking for.

Cole: One of my mentors said, «Never use the 
card catalog. Get into the stacks and you›ll make 
wonderful discoveries.» I took that advice, much 
to the chagrin of librarians.

McCullough: I could not do what I do without 
the kindness, consideration, resourcefulness and 
work of librarians, particularly in public libraries.
It happens all the time. I have librarians that will 
call up and say: “You remember that thing you 
were looking for a year, two years ago, and we 
didn’t know where it was? Well, we found it.”
What started me writing history happened be-
cause of some curiosity that I had about some 
photographs I’d seen in the Library of Congress.

Cole: What were they?

McCullough: They were photographs taken 
of Johnstown, Pennsylvania, after the flood. A 
Pittsburgh photographer had somehow gotten 
his heavy glass plates and all that paraphernalia 
over the mountains into the city.

My wife and I--it was a Saturday--had gone 
to the Library of Congress to look up some 
things in the old prints and photographs de-
partment. There was a marvelous man there 
named Milton Kaplan, a specialist on prints and 
photographs. He took me to a table where they 
had just spread out these photographs they had 
acquired. We stopped to look. I was astounded 
by the violence of what had happened and the 
drama of it. I grew up in that part of Pennsylva-
nia and I had heard about the Johnstown flood 
all my life. I knew that a dam had broken, but 
beyond that I didn’t know anything, and I was 
curious. I took a book out of the library, and it 
wasn’t very good. I took another book out and it 
was, if anything, even less satisfactory.

I remembered a line from an interview that 

Thornton Wild-
er had given to 
the Paris Re-
view about how 
he came up with 
the ideas for the 
novels and the 
plays he wrote. 
He’d said, “I 
imagine a story 
I’d like to read 
in a book or see 
performed on the stage and if I find nobody has 
written it, I write it so I can read it in a book or 
perform it on the stage.” I thought, well, why 
don’t you try and write a book about the John-
stown flood that you wished you could read?

Cole: It was just this chance encounter with 
these photographs.

McCullough: 
Yes. Once I started doing the research I realized 
there were survivors of the flood still alive that I 
could interview--and I just knew I›d found what 
I wanted to do for the rest of my life. I had been 
writing for about twelve years. I knew pretty well 
how you could find things out, but I had never 
been trained in an academic way how to go 
about the research.

Cole: An amateur in the true sense of the word.

McCullough: People are so helpful. People will 
stop what they›re doing to show you something, 
to walk with you through a section of the town, or 
explain how a suspension bridge really works.

Cole: They sense your enthusiasm.

McCullough: I do get enthusiastic. I have this 
urge to say, «Come on over here. Look at this. 
This is really worth your time.»

Cole: That comes through in your books.

McCullough: All you are trying to do is to make it 
as interesting and as human as it really was. You 
don›t have to gussy it up. The pull, the attraction 
of history, is in our human nature. What makes 
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us tick? Why do we do 
what we do? How much is 
luck the deciding factor? 
I›m drawn particularly to 
stories that evolve out 
of the character of the 
protagonist.

Cole: It seems to me that so much of history is 
about vast, impersonal forces which act on peo-
ple. Your books are not about that. Your books 
are about people, their strengths, their flaws, 
their heroism. I think that’s one of the reasons 
that people are so drawn to your books.

McCullough: Well, Barbara Tuchman said, 
«There›s no trick to interesting people in history 
or children in history.» She said, «You can 
explain it in two words: Tell stories.»
People ask, “Are you working on a book?” I say, 
“Yes.” But I really want to say, “No, I’m working 
in a book. I’m inside it.” I want to be inside the 
time.

First of all, you can make the argument that 
there’s no such thing as the past. Nobody lived 
in the past.

Cole: That›s right. They didn›t know how it was 
all going to work out.

McCullough: They lived in the present. It is their 
present, not our present, and they don›t know 
how it›s going to come out. They weren›t just like 
we are because they lived in that very different 
time. You can›t understand them if you don›t 
understand how they perceived reality and you 
don›t understand that unless you understand 
the culture. I wish we had a less fancy word than 
«culture,» because it sounds too pretentious.

Cole: And vague.

McCullough: Yes. What did they read? What 
poetry moved them? What music did they listen 
to? What did they eat? What were they afraid 
of? What was it like to travel from one place to 
another then?

Cole: One of the most vivid experiences I›ve had 
in that way was taking a couple of years to read 
all of Pepys›s diaries.

McCullough: Wow. That›s no small undertaking.

Cole: It took me years. It was bedtime reading. 
But that is exactly what I found so riveting: 
the sense of night without any illumination, no 
telephones, the communication, the hygiene, 
and the like told in this marvelous prose. It does 
transport you.

McCullough: That›s one of the reasons I 
began John Adams as I did, with these two lone 
men on horseback riding through a bleak, cold 
winter landscape. For all intents and purposes, 
they›re anonymous. They are coming through 
that winter scene, the snow and the wind, and 
they›re going to ride nearly four hundred miles in 
that kind of weather, on horseback, to get to the 
Continental Congress in Philadelphia.

These were tough people. We see the men in 
their frilled shirts and their satin pants and the 
powdered hair and they look like fops. They look 
like softies. Nothing doing. They were tough. 
And life was tough.

And yet, of course, they were not gods. Par-
ticularly talking to college audiences, I say, nev-
er, never think of them as gods. They’re human 
beings with all the failings, flaws, and weakness-
es that are part of the human condition. They 
were imperfect. Life was short and they knew it 
could end almost at any time.

I’ve gotten so fascinated with the eighteenth 
century, I’m going to stay there. I once told my 
wife, “I may never come back.” My next book is 
also set in the eighteenth century. It’s about the 
Revolution, with the focus on the year 1776. It’s 
about Washington and the army and the war. It’s 
the nadir, the low point of the United States of 
America.

Cole: Do you have a title?

McCullough: No. The title always comes last. 
What I really work hard on is the beginning. 
Where do you begin? In what tone do you begin? 
I almost have to have a scene in my mind.

Cole: Does your training in painting help you?

McCullough: I expect so, or maybe it›s just 
we›ve all been so conditioned by movies. I love 
Dickens. I love the way he sets a scene. He said, 
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in his great admonition to writers, «Make me 
see.» I try to make you see what›s happening 
and smell it and hear it. I want to know what they 
had for dinner. I want to know how long it took to 
walk from where to where.

Cole: That›s what makes it human.

McCullough: Yes. You get into it almost the way 
an actor gets into a part. I want to get into this 
material. You scratch the supposedly dead past 
anywhere and what you find is life.

Cole: That›s wonderful.

McCullough: There are innumerable writing 
problems in an extended work. This book on 
Adams took a little more than six years. You, the 
writer, change in six years. The life around you 
changes. Your family changes. They grow up. 
They move away. The world is changing. You’re 
also learning more about the subject. By the time 
you’re writing the last chapters of the book, you 
know much more than you did when you started 
at the beginning.

Cole: What do you do with those early chapters?

McCullough: The voice has to stay the same. 
So you go back and work on them, in a way, as a 
painter will work all over the whole canvas. I work 
on the front and the back and the middle all at 
once.

I think it’s best to pick a biographical subject 
who lives to a ripe old age. Older people tend to 
relax and speak their minds. They’re dropping 
some of the masks that they’ve been wearing. 
There’s a candor.

With Adams, for example, I had a character 
who was in motion virtually all of his life up until 
he left the White House in 1801. He was going to 
go back to Braintree, Massachusetts, and never 
leave there for twenty-five years, holding no 
office, having no influence. How in the world was 
I going to sustain that?

As it turned out, that’s when the inward 
journey begins for John Adams, and that to me, 
in many ways, was the most interesting part of 
the book. He begins to realize that many of the 
things that he has thought or held to for so long 
he doesn’t see as he did before.

The concept, for example, of the Enlighten-
ment, that if one applied the combined intel-
lectual efforts of a good society, there was no 
answer that couldn’t be found. Well, he decided 
that really wasn’t so, that inevitably there were 
unsolvable mysteries about life and that it was 
best that way.

Many of his reflections on his friends and 
what events in his life had mattered most went 
through transitions.

Cole: What promised to be an uneventful 
passage turned out to be quite an interesting 
segment of Adams›s life, didn’t it?

McCullough: Indeed.

Cole: You mentioned that your new book is about 
the American Revolution. That brings to mind 
a study done not too long ago that surveyed 
fifty top colleges and universities. The students 
were asked questions taken from a high school 
curriculum, and the lack of historical knowledge 
was really appalling.

This strikes me as something that the tragedy 
of 9/11 brings home. That is, our country has 
been attacked. Not only the World Trade Cen-
ter but really the idea of our country, the ideas 
generated by the founders. How are we going to 
defend this if we really don’t know much about 
it?

McCullough: I have been lecturing at colleges 
and universities continuously for twenty-five 
years or more. From my experience I don›t 
think there›s any question whatsoever that the 
students in our institutions of higher learning 
have less grasp of American history than ever 
before. We are raising a generation of young 
Americans who are, to a very large degree, his-
torically illiterate. It’s not their faults. There’s no 
problem about enlisting their interest in history. 
None. The problem is the teachers so often have 
no history in their background. Very often they 
were education majors and graduated knowing 
no subject. It’s the same, I’m told, in biology or 
English literature or whatever.

If we think back through our own lives, the 
subjects that you liked best in school almost 
certainly were taught by the teachers you liked 
best. And the teacher you liked best was the 
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teacher who 
cared about 
the subject she 
taught.
There was a 
noted profes-
sor of child 
psychology at 
the University 
of Pittsburgh 
named Mar-
garet McFar-
land, whose 
most influential 
disciple is Fred 
Rogers, who 

has taught more children than any human being 
who ever lived. Fred Rogers likes to say that 
all he’s done with his programs is based on the 
teachings of Margaret McFarland.

What she taught in essence is that attitudes 
aren’t taught, they’re caught. If the attitude of the 
teacher toward the material is positive, enthusi-
astic, committed and excited, the students get 
that. If the teacher is bored, students get that 
and they get bored, quickly, instinctively.

In my view, we have to rethink how we’re 
teaching our teachers. There’s very good work 
in this field being done by the National Council 
for History Education, which conducts summer 
seminars or clinics primarily for grade school 
teachers from all over the country. People like 
Ted Rabb, who is at Princeton, and Ken Jack-
son, who is at Columbia, are real American 
heroes. They are the ones that got this going.

Cole: Ted Rabb has worked closely with the 
NEH over the years.

McCullough: It›s not just something that we 
should be sad about, or worried about, that these 
young people don›t know any history. We should 
be angry. They are being cheated and they are 
being handicapped, and our way of life could 
very well be in jeopardy because of this.

Since September 11, it seems to me that 
never in our lifetime, except possibly in the early 
stages of World War II, has it been clearer that 
we have as a source of strength, a source of 
direction, a source of inspiration--our story. Yes, 

this is a dangerous time. Yes, this is a time full 
of shadows and fear. But we have been through 
worse before and we have faced more difficult 
days before. We have shown courage and de-
termination, and skillful and inventive and coura-
geous and committed responses to crisis before. 
We should draw on our story, we should draw on 
our history as we’ve never drawn before.

Cole: Our strength comes from our story.

McCullough: Absolutely. If we don›t know who 
we are, if we don›t know how we became what 
we are, we›re going to start suffering from all the 
obvious detrimental effects of amnesia.

Cole: Collective amnesia.

McCullough: Furthermore, we face an enemy 
who believes in enforced ignorance. And it›s 
what all that we stand for . . . is the open mind--

Cole: Right. Tolerance.

McCullough: --the generous spirit, the 
ideal of tolerance, freedom, education, 
opportunity. All that is in the paragraph that 
John Adams included in the Constitution of the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts, which is the 
oldest written constitution still in use in the world 
today. It predates our national constitution by 
ten years. «Wisdom and knowledge, as well as 
virtue, diffused generally among the body of the 
people being necessary for the preservation 
of their rights and liberties»--you have to have 
wisdom and knowledge as well as virtue to 
preserve your rights and liberties--”and as these 
depend on spreading the opportunities and 
advantages of education in various parts of the 
country, and among the different orders of the 
people”--in other words, everybody--”it shall be 
the duty”--the duty--”of legislators and magis-
trates in all future periods of this commonwealth 
to cherish the interests of literature and the sci-
ences, and all seminaries of them. . .”

Then he goes on to say what he means by 
education. And what he means by education 
clearly is everything. No boundaries. It’s all im-
portant. “. . . to encourage . . . for the promotion 
of agriculture, arts, sciences, commerce, trades, 
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manufactures, and a natural history of the coun-
try; to countenance and inculcate the principles 
of humanity and general benevolence, public 
and private charity, industry and frugality, hon-
esty and punctuality in their dealings, sincerity, 
good humor”--there will be good humor--”and all 
social affections”--

Cole: That›s wonderful.

McCullough: --»and generous sentiments 
among the people.»

There had never been any such statement 
in any proclamation or constitution ever in the 
history of the world. This was radical in its day. 
It’s saying not just that it would be a good idea 
to educate people, it’s saying it’s the duty of the 
government.

The pursuit of happiness. What did they mean 
by “the pursuit of happiness”? They did not 
mean material wealth. They did not mean ease, 
luxury.

Cole: Happiness in our sense.

McCullough: As near as I can tell, they meant 
the life of the mind and the life of the spirit.
Adams wrote a letter to his boy, John Quincy, 
concerned that the boy not just be studying 
Greek and Latin, but that he be reading the great 
works in his own mother tongue, and particularly 
the English poets.

He says, “Read somewhat in the English 
poets every day. You will find them elegant, en-
tertaining and constructive companions through 
your whole life.”

Then he says, “In all the disquisitions you 
have heard concerning the happiness of life, has 
it ever been recommended to you to read poet-
ry?” That’s when he says this famous line, “You 
will never be alone with a poet in your pocket.”

Cole: That›s wonderful.

McCullough: Even more to the point is a very 
well known paragraph where he says, «I must 
study politics and war, so that my»--

Cole: «So the next generation»--

McCullough: --»can study art, music»--
Cole: That›s one of my favorites.

McCullough: Absolutely right. At the very end 
of Adams›s life, Adams›s doctor wrote a letter to 
John Quincy to say, «I›ve just been to see him. 
But as weak as was his material frame, his mind 
was still enthroned.»

Cole: That›s wonderful.

McCullough: Yes. One of the regrets of my 
life is that I did not study Latin. I›m absolutely 
convinced, the more I understand these 
eighteenth-century people, that it was that 
grounding in Greek and Latin that gave them 
their sense of the classic virtues: the classic 
ideals of honor, virtue, the good society, and their 
historic examples of what they could try to live up 
to.

Cole: Yes. We have a new initiative at the NEH 
called «We the People,» which is a response 
to 9/11. It is aimed at getting people in all walks 
of life thinking about what it means to be an 
American--our liberties, all those things we were 
attacked for. After 9/11, it seems to me that this is 
something essential. That›s why it is so alarming 
that you have this kind of historical amnesia.

McCullough: There is a notable rise in popular 
interest in history as measured by the success, 
for example, of The History Channel on 
television. There are other measures: the long 
run that The American Experience has had on 
PBS, the success of the presidential series that 
C-SPAN ran, the reading audience for books like 
mine and Edmund Morris›s Theodore Rex and 
others. The level of knowledge of those we’re 
educating seems on the decline while the gener-
al interest seems to be on the rise.

Cole: That›s the paradox. I think of The History 
Channel and The American Experience as a kind 
of public university.
McCullough: Maybe because so many people 
didn›t learn these things in college, they›re 
curious to find out. But we need to get them 
young. Little children can learn anything, just as 
they can learn a foreign language. The mind is so 
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absorbent then. There ought to be a real program 
to educate teachers who want to teach grade 
school children about history.

Another good classroom program has the 
children act a part. In my granddaughter’s fifth-
grade class, two sections are doing the Ameri-
can presidents. Each child is a president and/or 
a first lady. I was astounded by how much they 
know. The child who is Dolley Madison or James 
K. Polk--they’re never going to forget that.

I’m absolutely positive it’s in our human 
nature to want to know about the past. The 
two most popular movies of all time, while not 
historically accurate, are about core historic 
events: Gone With the Wind andTitanic. There is 
a human longing to go back to other times. We 
all know how when we were children we asked 
our parents, “What was it like when you were 
a kid?” I think it probably has something to do 
with our survival as a species. For nine-tenths of 
the time that human beings have been on earth, 
knowledge that was essential to survival was 
transmitted from one generation to the next by 
the vehicle of story.

My strong feeling is that we must learn more 
about how we learn. I’m convinced that we learn 
by struggling to find the solution to a problem on 
our own--with some guidance, but getting in and 
getting our hands dirty and working it.

Cole: So we really understand it. When 
we do it that way, we really know it. It›s not 
superimposed.

McCullough: If you had to take that typewriter 
or that automobile engine apart and put it back 
together, you›d never forget it.

Cole: That›s right.

McCullough: I opened a closet in the attic of the 
old library at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute 
one beautiful fall afternoon, and there were all 
the records and the private correspondence and 
the scrapbooks and the photographs and the 
drawings of the Brooklyn Bridge, just stashed in 
that closet, no catalog, no index--nobody really 
knew what all was there--bundles of letters tied 
up with shoestrings the way it had been when the 
Roebling family turned it over.

I spent three years trying to untangle all that, 

trying to understand it. It’s been thirty years, and 
I’m sure I could sit down now and take a test 
and do extremely well on that subject. I’ll never 
ever forget it.

Cole: You put that engine together.

McCullough: We›ve all crammed for exams, 
maybe did very well on the exams, and three 
weeks later--
Cole: It›s gone.

McCullough: --it›s gone. So I think we have got 
to bring the lab technique to the teaching of the 
humanities to a far greater degree than we have. 
There are ways that can be done. And they›re 
exciting.

I am adamant that we must not cut back on 
funding of the teaching of the arts in the schools: 
music, painting, theater, dance, all of it. The 
great thing about the arts is that the only way 
you learn how to do it is by doing it. If a child 
learns nothing but that as a guide to life, that’s 
invaluable. You can’t learn to play the piano 
without playing the piano, you can’t learn to 
write without writing, and, in many ways, you 
can’t learn to think without thinking. Writing is 
thinking. To write well is to think clearly. That’s 
why it’s so hard.

Cole: That›s right. I don›t think you know what 
you know until you write it.

McCullough: Exactly. We all know the old ex-
pression, “I’ll work my thoughts out on paper.” 
There’s something about the pen that focuses 
the brain in a way that nothing else does. That is 
why we must have more writing in the schools, 
more writing in all subjects, not just in English 
classes.

The talent, including the talent for history--and 
I do think there are people who just have a talent 
for it, the way you have a talent for public speak-
ing or music or whatever--it shouldn’t be allowed 
to lie dormant. It should be brought alive.

Cole: Terrific. Thank you for taking the time to 
talk about the making of history--and the writing 
of it.

McCullough: I›ve enjoyed it.
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Teaching Students How to Engage

The Hon. Lee H. Hamilton
65th Annual National Conference on Citizenship
Library of  Congress Washington, D.C
Sep 17 2010

The success of  our democracy is determined by 
the participation of  its citizens.
 We agree with Lincoln, who asked whether 

this nation, devoted to the values of  liberty, equality, 
justice and opportunity “so conceived and so dedicat-
ed…can long endure.”
 In these words, he told us a truth about our 
democracy — that its survival is never guaranteed, 
and that its success demands wisdom and action from 
American citizens.
We are concerned because too many Americans lack a 
basic understanding of:

• The core institutions in our representative 
democracy;

• Our debt to our ancestors who established those 
institutions;

• And our responsibilities to teach our descendants 
about those institutions.

We are concerned because if  Americans increasingly 
disengage — if  more and more Americans are less 
and less interested in civic responsibility — then the 
entire American democratic enterprise is at risk, and 
the country will not work.

 Many have observed that the joy of  being an 
American is the joy of  freedom and opportuni-
ty. We have been bequeathed freedom, justice 
and opportunity from the extraordinary deeds 
of  the Americans who preceded us.
 This nation of  unequaled wealth and power, 
of  freedom and opportunity, was given to us. 
But America is not, and never will be, a finished 
project. It is always, in the words of  Woodrow 
Wilson, aborning.
 We have been handed a work in progress, one 
that can evolve for good or for ill.
 American democracy makes a wager on each 
citizen. The deal is simple: with freedom comes 
obligation, with liberty comes duty. If  Amer-
ican citizens do not fulfill their side of  that 
wager, democracy is doomed.

Learn and Teach
So we must learn and we must teach our young 
people the words we live by in the Constitution, in the 
Declaration of  Independence, and in the other grand 
documents of  American history.
 We must get into our bones and convey to 
others the basic concepts of  representative democracy: 
the consent of  the governed, the core institutions, the 
necessity of  participation, and the avenues for action 
that are open to all of  us.
 And we must learn and teach about the 
institutions that bring life and permanence to those 
documents.
 As Americans we owe a profound debt of  
gratitude for the actions of  those who preceded us, 
and we have the obligation to transmit to those who 
follow after us an America that is even greater and 
more beautiful than it was transmitted to us.
 

Strengthening Civic Skills
We need to strengthen the civic skills, knowledge, and 
virtue of  our people. This means:

• being aware of  the size and diversity of  views in 
this great and diverse country of  over 300 million 
people, and how hard it is to make it work;

• genuinely listening to our friends and neighbors, 
understanding their concerns;

• understanding the importance of  the great dia-
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logue of  democracy, of  discussion and compro-
mise and seeking common ground;

• thinking critically, often in a noisy environment, 
and discerning the difference between mere slo-
gans and substance;

• and focusing on the common good, not just our 
own particular interests.

How much I am impressed with the obligations that 

representative democracy places on citizens. In devel-
oping and promoting civic skills we must be tenacious, 
because our problems are formidable — and we also 
have to be modest because of  the magnitude of  the 
challenge. Solutions come step by step, and not mile 
by mile.
 
Teaching How to Engage
If  you ask them, most Americans want to be better 
people, living in better communities, in a better state, 
and in a better nation. Often, they want to become 
involved but don’t know where to go, whom to talk to, 
what to do.
 The job of  civic education is to show people 
how to engage, how to participate, how to get off  the 
sidelines and into the action.
 I like the attitude of  the builder who said: “I 
cannot solve the world’s problems, but I can help build 
this house.”
 Most Americans may not have the opportu-
nity to engage to help resolve the really big problems: 
Fixing health care. Saving social security. Changing 
the tax code. Defending our nation against its ene-
mies.
But all of  us can engage effectively through small, 
incremental changes.

• A school is built or refurbished.
• Safe bicycle paths are added to local streets.
• A polluted stream is cleaned up.
• A safety signal goes up at a dangerous railroad 

intersection.
• A student awakens to the joys of  learning.
• A worthy but economically disadvantaged young 

person is given a chance to enter medical school.
• A young woman steps into the world with more 

opportunity than her mother.

These are not insignificant examples. They save and 
improve lives and communities. Countless small 
actions that improve the quality of  the lives of  our 

people are the wellspring of  democracy.
 
Civic Learning
I am not going to tell you anything you don’t already 
know about civic learning. You are all experts in the 
field. I came to it rather late, when I retired from 
Congress in 1999 and we established the Center on 
Congress at Indiana University.
 I started with a very simple concept for the 
Center. I would write a few articles, teach some class-
es, maybe write a book, and that would be the Center.
 Things have evolved far beyond what I ever 
imagined.
 Working in partnership with organizations 
such as Chuck’s, and with scholars at Indiana Uni-
versity and elsewhere in higher education, and with 
classroom teachers, and with many others, we have 
developed an array of resources and programs that 
reach out to a broad spectrum of Americans, helping 
them understand Congress, and teaching them how 
to communicate their concerns to Congress, so it may 
truly be the responsive “people’s branch” that the 
framers intended.
 I learned quickly that to teach young people 
to be good citizens, we have to reach them where they 
are. Usually these days, that is online. I’m a bit of  a 
relic — I read newspapers. And at the Center we pro-
duce an array of  print publications that teachers use 
in their classrooms.
 But increasingly, of  course, young people 
learn through information technology. So online 
teaching tools are a very big priority for us. We devote 
a lot of  time and resources to developing interactive, 
creative tools for getting kids interested in Congress 
and citizenship.
 This is new ground for me. In one of  our new 
educational products, the Virtual Congress, I appear 
as an avatar. A few years ago, I didn’t know what an 
avatar was; now, I am one!
 But it is vital for us to experiment, to explore 
new methods to promote civic learning. The impor-
tance of  our task, the urgency of  it, demands innova-
tive thinking.
 

Benefits of  Engagement
Civic engagement is not only the hallmark of  our 
democracy, it is the greatest antidote for cynicism.
 When we engage in our community, we no 
longer feel distant from the centers of  power in that 
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community. We come to understand our own commu-
nities, and appreciate how we can influence change.
 Perhaps most important, we gain an appreci-
ation for the hard work of  democracy, how to under-
stand different points of  view and forge a consensus 
behind a course of  action towards a solution.
 When we engage, we lessen the distance 
between ourselves and those who govern. And we gain 
understanding and appreciation for our country that 
can make it and the ongoing experiment of  American 
democracy stronger.

Conclusion
We hear a lot these days about leadership — leader-
ship, of  course, matters. But the key issue in the coun-
try today is not leadership, it is citizenship. We need to 
ask more of  ourselves — and our fellow citizens.
 I am grateful that you accept the responsibility 
of  working to strengthen our American citizenry. For-
tunately there are many more Americans like you — 
but not enough. Our charge is to spread this message 
anew to all Americans.
 Self-government is a monumental achieve-
ment — one of  the greatest achievements in all the 
world’s history — but it does not perpetuate itself  
automatically. Nowhere is it written in the stars that 
America will endure and that our system of  represen-
tative democracy will be preserved. It is the respon-
sibility of  each succeeding generation to make that 
come true.
So, I plead for the old civic and personal values to 
renew America:
•	 a sense of moral and mutual obligation and per-

sonal responsibility;
•	 a sense of personal sacrifice, a sense that we do 

not live by bread or wealth alone;
•	 a sense of observing the rules of life, as well as the 

rules of law;
•	 a sense of being an active agent for the common 

good, not a passive victim;
•	 a sense that this nation is more than a clash of self 

interests, with each person and each enterprise 
trying to maximize its own position and share of 
the wealth, but rather, it is a nation that strives for 
the common good;

•	 a sense that we must not just discuss the civic 
virtues, but also live them by undertaking con-
crete projects to improve the lives of our fellow 
citizens;

•	 a sense that, as James Madison insisted, virtue is 
needed for self-government;

•	 and a sense that citizens working together in a 
common endeavor and for a common good is at 
the very heart of what this country is all about.

Is our civic condition strong enough to meet the chal-
lenges of this day? The answer to that question lies in 
your hands.
We must meet the challenge of civic renewal:
•	 as individuals,
•	 families,
•	 neighborhoods,
•	 communities,
•	 faith-based institutions,
•	 and governing institutions.

It is, after all, our democracy — the work of many 
hands, including our own.

What is iCivics
iCivics prepares young Americans to become knowledgeable, engaged 
21st century citizens by creating free and innovative educational mate-
rials.

In 2009, Justice Sandra Day O’Connor founded iCivics to reverse 
Americans’ declining civic knowledge and participation. Securing 
our democracy, she realized, requires teaching the next generation 
to understand and respect our system of governance. Today iCivics 
comprises not just our board and staff, but also a national leadership 
team of state supreme court justices, secretaries of state, and edu-
cational leaders and a network of committed volunteers. Together, we 
are committed to passing along our legacy of democracy to the next 
generation.

In four years, iCivics has produced 18 educational video games as 
well as vibrant teaching materials that have been used in classrooms 
in all 50 states. Today we offer the nation’s most comprehensive, stan-
dards-aligned civics curriculum that is available freely on the Web.
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Indianapolis as 
Civic Education Exemplar

In 1915, the U.S. Commissioner 
of  Education selected Indianap-
olis’ elementary schools as a case 
study in civic education. The city 
was hailed for its integrated ap-
proach to civics and was selected 
because “for several years the 
public schools of  Indianapolis 
have had a reputation for unusu-
ally good work in this direction.” 
Notably, the study goes on to say 
that “the civic aspect of  educa-
tion permeates the entire work of  
the elementary schools in this city 
. . . “ even diffusing into elemen-
tary arithmetic.
 For Indianapolis’ public 
elementary schools in the early 
1900s, civics was paramount to 
educating for life. Indeed the 
definition of  civics used by the 

city’s public schools remains instructive for today:  “Civ-
ics is training in habits of  good citizenship, rather than 
merely a study of  government forms and machinery.” In 
particular Indianapolis viewed civic education as existing:

·  To help the child realize that he is a responsible and 
helpful member of  several social groups.

·  To awaken and stimulate motives that will lead to the 
establishment of  habits of  order, cleanliness, cheerful 
cooperation, sympathetic service, and obedience to law

·  To emphasize the intimate and reciprocal relation 
between the welfare of  the individual and the welfare of  
the home and society.

·  To develop political intelligence and to prepare the 
young citizen for its exercise.

 

The efforts of  Indianapolis in the early 20th century 
worked to instill what Alexis de Tocqueville called the 
habits of  the heart.  Observing America merely a half  
century earlier, the French philosopher called these hab-
its central to the ethos that he believed made American 
democracy function. 
 

Defining Civics
“The bet of  a democracy is that we can govern our-
selves,” explained Martha Minow, Dean of  Harvard 
Law School, at the onset of  a civic education conference. 
“The risk is that we will not prepare or engage enough to 
do so.” Each generation of  democracy places its bets on 
the following one, requiring a transmission of  knowledge, 

values and practices that ensure power ultimately lies in 
the hands of  the citizenry. In this way, civics is an educa-
tion in self-government and demands active participation 
by individuals in the affairs of  public life. The responsi-
bility of  this critical transference lay largely in the hands 
of  schools, especially public institutions.

In its entirety, civic education is comprised of  civic 
knowledge, civic skills and civic dispositions according 
to the U.S. Department of  Education. Civic knowledge 
revolves around five essential questions:

• What are civic life, politics and government?
• What are the foundations of  the American political 

system?
• How does the government established by the consti-

tution embody the purposes, values and principles of  
American democracy?

• What is the relationship of  the United States to other 
nations and to world affairs?

• What are the roles of  citizens in American democracy?

Civic skills are concerned with the ability to think and 
respond to democratic life. This may involve analysis, 
explanation, civil conversation, and negotiating and con-
flict management. Finally, civic dispositions comprise the 
character and embraced responsibilities of  citizenship.[1]

The Problem
Today civic education tends to barely meet the standards 
of  offering coursework in U.S. government and U.S. his-
tory—which are certainly important—but disregards the 
higher “habits of  the heart” that de Tocqueville spoke of. 
Of  course, this diluted understanding of  civic education 
has been 50 years in the making. Since the 1960s and 
stretching back nearly 100 years prior, American schools 
required multiple courses in civics and government.[2] 
At present, according to a study by the Center for In-
formation and Research on Civil Learning and Engage-
ment, only 21 states required a state-designed social stud-
ies test.[3] As a Huffington Post article covering the study 
says, “Only nine states require students to pass a social 
studies test to grade from high school.” Not including 
Indiana. The article goes on: “Although 39 states require 

From the inception of  the tax supported public school system 
in the United States, one of  the most important functions has 
been to give the instruction and training necessary for the 
intelligent performance of  the duties of  citizenship.  Indeed, 
the work of  preparation for citizenship has been and still 
is one of  the strongest arguments for making education a 
function of  the State.

PP Claxton, Commissioner US Dept of  the Interior - 1915
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Keeping the American Idea: 
Gilder Lehrman’s National History Teacher of 
the Year Award
 

New York investment broker, Richard Gilder has made a 
name for himself  in civic-flavored philanthropy. “Here’s 
the only country built on ideas, and these ideas have go 
to be mastered,” he explained to Philanthropy Roundta-
ble.

So it should be no surprise that Gilder has used his 
money and relationships to help resuscitate the study of  
the American idea. Teaming up with Lewis Lehrman—
former president of  Rite Aid drugstores—the two have 

Indiana’s History Teachers of the Year Winners
 

2013  Linda Crady, Sycamore School, Indianapolis

2012  Ashley Greeley, Harrison High School, West Lafayette

2011  Mary Nine, Edgewood Intermediate School, Indianapolis

2010  Greg Lewis, Columbus East High School, Columbus

2009  Carol Holzback, Milroy Elementary School, Milroy

2008  Tom Haywood, Indian Creek Middle School, Trafalgar

2007  Connie Lynn Diaz, Sugar Grove Elementary School, Greenwood

2006  Ruth E. Baize, West Terrace Elementary School, Evansville

2005  Jon D. Carl, F.J. Reitz High School, Evansville

2004  Stephen S. Hardwick, Indian Creek Elementary School, Indianapolis
 

The Institute, which was founded in 1994 by Richard Gilder and Lewis Lehrman, has developed an array of  programs 
for schools, teachers and students that operate in all fifty states, including a website that features more than 60,000 
unique historical documents in the Gilder Lehrman Collection. Additionally the website is a powerful resource for 
teachers, students and curious minds. Organized along American history’s key eras, the site provides insightful intro-
ductions, essays by leading scholars, primary source documents, as well as interactive media and classroom resources. 
For more visit www.gilderlehrman.org

built “what has become an empire for preserving, trans-
mitting and explaining the American past—the greatest 
private collection of  American historical documents, an 
institute promoting American historical study at every 
level, a major center for Thomas Jefferson studies at 
Monticello, an institute for slavery, resistance, and abo-
lition studies at Yale, the reinvigoration of  the 200-year-
old New York Historical Society, and more,” the Philan-
thropy Roundtable article explained. Part of  that empire, 
is the National History Teacher Award administered by 
the Gilder Lehrman Institute of  American History.

There are 57,200 history teachers in the United 
States, and each year the Gilder Lehrman Institute 
of  American history awards the best of  the lot. Since 
2004, the Institute has awarded outstanding elementary 
and high school history teachers with a $10,000 prize. 
First Lady Laura Bush presented the inaugural award 
to Kathleen Kean of  Wisconsin. At the ceremony First 
Lady Bush said, “Through the efforts of  great teachers, 
our young people will learn that history is not a time 
apart, but a vital part of  who we are. We must share 
this lesson with our children and encourage them to be 
excited about their history so that they will in turn teach 
a new generation the story of  America.”

Each year fifty-three winners—one from each 
state, the District of  Columbia, Department of  Defense 
Schools and US territories—receive a $1000 award and 
an archive of  books and historical resources presented 
to their school library. From that fifty-three, one will be 
recognized as the National History Teacher of  the Year. 
Nominees are selected base on criteria that includes the 
creativity in the classroom as well as the effective use 
of  documents, artifacts, historic sites, oral histories and 
other primary resources to engage students with Ameri-
can history. 

at least one course in American government or civics, 
only eight states administer statewide, standardized tests 
specifically in civics/American government.”[4] Includ-
ing Indiana.

 The outcome of  this inattention is troubling. The 
Nation’s Report Card in Civics, a report by the Nation-
al Assessment of  Education Progress (NAEP), suggests 
that after grade four students make little to no progress 
in civics. In fact, the scores for twelfth-graders declined 
between 2006 and 2010. Unfortunately there is little ad-
ditional room for the subject in America today due to a 
combination of  outdated materials, information age pri-
oritization of  math and science as well as accompanying 
accountability standards that give low priority to civics. 
Marion County schools are symptomatic of  this national 
problem and yet contain notable exceptions. 
[1] The Civics Framework for the 2014 National Assessment of  Educational Progress, 
U.S. Department of  Education.
[2] “The New Civics” The Progress of  Education Reform (2013)
[3] “State Civic Education Requirements,” Center for Information & Research on 
Civic Learning and Engagement (2012).
[4] “Civics Education Testing Only Required In 9 States for High School Gradu-
ation: CIRCLE Study,” Huffington Post (2012) URL: http://www.huffingtonpost.
com/2012/10/12/circle-study-finds-most-s_n_1959522.html
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Make Economics a Part of 
Civics Education
The recent financial crisis has proven that financial liter-
acy is an essential citizenship skill.  The collapse of  the 
housing market, volatility in other financial and commod-
ity markets, and high rates of  unemployment have all 
contributed to financial insecurity and hardship for many 
people.  Many of  these problems were created or acceler-
ated due to making poor financial decisions.  This suggests 
that a key remedy to protect against future economic pain 
or at least to mitigate economic downturns is teaching 
citizens how to think economically and to manage their 
finances more effectively.    
 There issue of  debt illustrates the uneven land-
scape that Americans are travelling on a path toward fis-
cal health.  According to the Federal Bank of  New York, 
since the height of  the financial crisis at the end of  2008, 
there has been a reduction in overall household debt of  
$1.3 trillion.  This has primarily come through reductions 
in loans secured by real estate and also through reduc-
tions in credit card balances (down 23% from their peak 
in 2008).  However, there has been a major increase in 
debt since 2008 from student loans (an increase of  $303 
billion, nearly 50%), as students have borrowed heavily to 
finance further education during the very tight job mar-
ket.  Unfortunately, recent evidence shows that students 
are having difficulty repaying these education loans.  The 
delinquency rate on student loan balances more than 90 
days delinquent is now 8.9% and has increased in recent 
years.   So despite some recent improvements in certain 

By Harlan Day, Ph.D.

areas, it is fair to say that Americans are still burdened by 
much debt and often struggle to manage their finances.  
(Federal Reserve Bank of  New York, 2012) 
 One purpose of  this essay is to reinforce the view 
that improving financial literacy is a “team effort.”  That 
is, the issue is just too important to be left only to educators 
who happen to teach a personal finance course.  All teach-
ers need to be aware of  this important issue and do their 
best to help students become financially literate.  Certain-
ly, teachers must focus primarily on teaching the specific 
content of  their courses.  But there are real opportuni-
ties to reinforce personal finance concepts in disciplines 
such as math, consumer and family sciences, business, 
and economics.  Doing so also helps students see valuable 
connections in what they are learning.  Furthermore, be-
cause of  the seriousness of  this challenge, I believe that 
we must think even more broadly.  We cannot leave the 
responsibility of  financial literacy to schools only.  In our 
various societal roles as parents, siblings, aunts and uncles, 
non-profit volunteers, business supervisors, and religious 
leaders, we all should try to be more purposeful in help-
ing our young people learn how to manage their finances 
more effectively.  There are many opportunities, ranging 
from teaching specific personal finance lessons and activi-
ties to reinforcing financial literacy in more informal ways, 
including general conversation.
 The other purpose of  this essay is to encourage 
readers to consider using some of  the basic principles of  



60  | AMERICAN OUTLOOK  AMERICAN OUTLOOK | 61Fall 2013

Civic Education
economics to help students learn about personal finance.  
For some readers, this statement probably seems confus-
ing.  After all, isn’t personal finance the same thing as 
economics?  Well, not really.  Certainly, economics and 
personal finance are related.  However, it is helpful to view 
economics as a set of  fundamental principles that provide a foun-
dation for the teaching of  personal finance.  The good news is 
that knowledge of  these fundamental economic concepts 
equips students with some very powerful tools for master-
ing the basic ideas of  personal finance.  The other piece 
of  good news is that these fundamental economics con-
cepts really aren’t that difficult to understand and apply; 
most  people have an intuitive understanding of  them, 
even though the terminology may be new.  In the rest of  
this essay, we will examine some of  these concepts and 
give examples of  how to use them to teach some key ideas 
in personal finance.

People will make better financial decisions if  they use ba-
sic economics principles and good economic reasoning. 

Scarcity and Choice
The concept of  scarcity is probably the most fundamen-
tal concept in economics.  Simply put, scarcity means that 
we can’t have all of  the goods and services that we want.  
In other words, in a world of  scarcity, goods and services 
are not freely available.  They have a price and must be 
purchased in the marketplace.  Furthermore, and very 
important, because we can’t have everything we want, we 
must choose which goods and services to consume.  In fact, 
scarcity requires choice.  
 It is not difficult to see how the fundamental con-
cepts of  scarcity and choice apply to virtually all aspects 
of  personal finance.  An obvious example is budgeting.  
Why do students need to know how to make a budget?  

Because their income is scarce.  They can’t purchase ev-
erything they want and they must therefore make choices 
– and often tough choices at that.  In fact, recognizing the 
fundamental fact that we can’t have everything that we 
want is the most fundamental idea in teaching our students 
how to save and build wealth.  As an article on the Investo-
pedia web site bluntly states, “In most cases [of  financial 
hardship], the biggest challenge you face isn’t financial, 
but the need to curb your desire to spend.”  (Investopedia, 
2012)
 The idea of  scarcity also applies when choos-
ing a career.  Sarah wants to go to college to develop the 
skills, knowledge, and experiences (i.e. human capital) that 
will help her get a better and more fulfilling job.  Howev-
er, upon arriving on campus, she realizes that she has a 
scarcity problem.  She thinks she would like a career in 
nursing, but she also thinks being an accountant would be 
very rewarding.  In her four-year course of  study, she can’t 
train to be a nurse and an accountant.  She must choose 
which career she really wants.
Opportunity Cost
Closely related to the ideas of  scarcity and choice is the 
concept of  opportunity cost.  In economics, opportunity cost 
simply means the value of  the best forgone alternative.  In 
other words, it’s the value of  the alternative (opportunity) 
we don’t select.  For example, suppose Gerald has a $20 
dollar gift certificate.  He really likes a particular shirt, but 
also has his eye on a new pair of  jeans, each of  which costs 
$20.  In making his decision, Gerald should first carefully 
weigh the advantages and disadvantages of  his two alter-
natives.  Suppose he chooses the shirt.  In this case, the 
shirt would be his choice and the jeans would be his op-
portunity cost.  If  he chooses the jeans, the jeans would 
be his choice and  the shirt would be his opportunity cost.
 How important this concept is!  At a conference 
several years ago, economic educators were asked to iden-
tify their most important instructional goal.  Their an-
swer?  To help students think in terms of  opportunity cost.  
 Like scarcity and choice, opportunity cost can 
be applied in many ways to help manage one’s financ-
es.  Take the budgeting example again.  Suppose Lucas 
doesn’t have a lot of  money, but still wants to buy an ex-
pensive pair of  name brand basketball shoes.  You might 
be inclined to counsel Lucas into buying a less expen-
sive, yet still adequate pair of  shoes.  After all, he doesn’t 
“need” such an expensive pair of  shoes – right?  Actually, 
it may be more effective to challenge Lucas to consider 
the opportunity cost of  his purchase.  (Gallagher, S. & 
Hodges, S., 2010)  He would be able to purchase the less 
expensive pair of  shoes and still have money left over to 
purchase something else he values – or even to save.   
 A personal anecdote reinforces this point.  One 
of  my sons went straight into the Marine Corps after high 
school.  Saving money had never been one of  his strengths, 
but before he left for basic training, I happened to show 
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him a compound in-
terest example that I 
often use with teachers 
in training workshops.  
(KidsEcon Posters web 
site)  He was simply 
amazed at seeing how 
compound interest 
could make his savings 
grow and he insisted 
that he wanted to start 
an IRA (Individual 
Retirement Account) 
after basic training.  
To be honest, I forgot 
about this incident, but 
sure enough, 13 weeks 
later he reminded me, 
and so I helped him 
set up an IRA.  Each 
month for 4 ½ years, 

money was deducted automatically from his military pay 
check and invested in stock mutual funds.  Stock values 
increased during this time, and when he left the service, he 
had accumulated a rather large sum of  money in his IRA.  
He had also invested in some non-IRA mutual funds and 
used this money as a down payment on his first home.  
(Although the stock market is more risky and more vola-
tile than other investments, over the very long term it has 
performed well, averaging approximately10% per year.  
(MarketWatch, The Wall Street Journal, September 17, 
2010)  Young people have more time to ride out the short 
term ups and downs of  the market, especially with long-
term accounts like IRAs.)  The point is, I didn’t have to 
lecture my son about “needing” to save instead of  spend 
– I just showed him the opportunity cost of  not doing so!  
 The concept of  opportunity cost can also help 
students realize the seriousness of  acquiring too much 
debt.  Certainly we must counsel students against this 
danger.  But it may be more effective to show them the 
opportunity cost of  their decision to acquire too much 
debt.  Ask your students to guess the answer to this prob-
lem:  Suppose you choose to accumulate a $3,000 credit 
card balance, with an interest rate of  19.8.  Also suppose 
that you choose to pay only the minimum balance each 
month (how tempting this is!).  How long would it take to 
pay off  this $3,000 debt, and how much interest would 
you pay?  Answer – over 33 years with interest of  over 
$9,000!  But don’t stop here!  Also show your students the 
compound interest example noted above.  Then ask, “Is 
the opportunity cost of  your choice really worth it?  Do 
you want to take over 33 years and pay over $9,000 in 
interest, or do you want to accumulate a large amount 
of  money through saving and investing?”  These kinds of  
powerful examples are very effective in showing students 

how compound interest can work for them as well as against 
them.  Every student may not heed your advice, but you 
certainly will get their attention.  (KidsEcon Posters web site)

Production
A fundamental idea of  economics is production.  It is 
through production that we get the scarce goods and ser-
vices that we want.  This may seem to be rather obvious, 
but it is important to emphasize this basic reality to our 
students.  Goods and services don’t just appear magically 
in stores – they must be produced.  More important, we 
must teach students that as adults, each of  them, as they 
are able, must work to produce a good or service.  This 
production may or may not take place in the marketplace, 
but as adults, we should all be involved in some sort of  
meaningful work:  as plumbers, accountants, web site 
developers, teachers, caregivers, cafeteria workers, store 
clerks, home managers, office workers, etc.  The list is as 
long as there is work to be done.  One way to drive this 
point home to students when teaching about jobs and ca-
reers is not to ask them what they want to be as an adult, 
but rather ask them what good or service they want to pro-
duce.  It’s quite a probing question and really gets students 
thinking.

Specialization  and Human Capital
After introducing the concept of  production, it’s an easy 
step to introduce the concepts of  specialization and hu-
man capital.  For example, after your students realize that 
as adults they must produce something, the next logical 
question is, “Well, what good or service should I produce?”  
Now is the time to introduce the concept of  specialization, 
the idea that we all have special interests, aptitudes, and 
abilities that enable us to be better producers of  certain 
kinds of  goods or services.  Certain students are mechan-
ically inclined; others have better communication skills.  
Some are artistic, while others have a special aptitude for 
math.  An excellent teaching activity is to have students 
research the kinds of  jobs or careers that fit their areas 
of  interest and ability.  Put in economic terms, ask them 
to research occupations in which they might want to spe-
cialize. 
 After students identify certain job interests, the 
next logical step is to get them to examine the skills, experi-
ence, and knowledge they will need in that occupation.  In 
other words, what human capital will they need to acquire?  
Students begin to think, “If  I want to provide plumbing 
services, what human capital will I have to have?  What 
training will help me develop that human capital and how 
will I get it?  By asking these questions, your students are 
beginning to engage in responsible thinking about their 
future. 

Supply and Demand
For economists, no list of  economics principles is complete 
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without the concepts of  supply and demand.  The mention 
of  these can bring a feeling of  dread to those of  us who 
wrestled with supply and demand graphs in our econom-
ics classes.  Should we really teach this to our students?  
Well, yes.  The concepts of  supply and demand are very 
important because they impact students every day.  The 
good news is that we can teach these important concepts 
at a very intuitive level and don’t have to introduce com-
plicated graphs.  In a nutshell, here are the basics:

• If  other factors remain the same regarding a particular good or 
service,

• If  demand increases, price will go up.  If  demand decreases, 
price will go down.

Think how helpful this can be when looking at career 
choices with your students – probably the most important 
financial decision they will make.  Because a career choice 
is so important, when researching the job market, students 
need to be acutely aware of  the possible future demand 
for certain jobs.  Do students really want to invest a sig-
nificant amount of  time and money (possibly borrowed) 
training for a career in which there is a declining demand 
for jobs?  Similarly, if  students are seeking a certain level 
of  income, a future decrease in demand for a certain job 
may translate into a much lower wage or salary than de-
sired.
 In fact, applying supply and demand and also 
several of  the other economic concepts we have discussed 
will help students understand why jobs have such differing 
levels of  income.  Why does a sports star like Lebron James 
earn so much money?  Answer:  The supply of  people 
who possess his scarce set of  specific skills (human capital) 
is very limited – in fact, he is extremely unique in having 
them.  Also, having a star like Lebron on your team will 
increase crowds and team revenues, perhaps significantly.  
For this reason, the demand for his services is also very 
great.  Voila! The very limited supply of  someone with 
Lebron’s unique basketball skills coupled with the great 
demand for his services translates into a huge income.  
 True, this is a rather unique example, but the 
same principles apply to other careers.  The supply of  
brain surgeons is much less than the supply of  truck driv-
ers because of  the extra effort and expense it takes to ac-
quire the necessary knowledge and skills (human capital) 
to become a  surgeon.  The demand for brain surgeons 
is also significant.  It should come as no surprise to your 
students that brain surgeons earn a higher income than 
truck drivers.
 Another obvious area where the concepts of  sup-
ply and demand apply is when teaching about saving and 
investing.  In a nutshell, prices of  stocks, bonds, mutual 
funds, commodities, and interest rates rise and fall be-
cause of  changes in supply and demand.  While this basic 
knowledge should be understood by all your students, cer-

tain students will be especially fascinated by financial mar-
kets.  You can encourage this interest by having students 
research and keep track of  the prices of  certain invest-
ments.  One motivating and effective way to do this is to 
encourage student participation in simulations such as the 
Stock Market Game™.  Research has shown that students 
who participated in this simulation significantly increased 
their knowledge of  personal finance, economics, and even 
math. (See Hinojosa, T., et al., and also Walstad, W.B., et 
al.)
 Another practical area where an understanding 
of  supply and demand is very helpful is the decision about 
whether to purchase a home or to rent.  The answer de-
pends on supply and demand in the markets for homes, 
rental rates, and interest rates.  As prices in these markets 
change, this means different incentives and different op-
portunity costs for individuals to consider when making 
this important decision.  

Summary
Most people agree that basic financial literacy - teaching 
students how to manage their financial resources effec-
tively – is important.  Financial illiteracy not only harms 
individuals and families, but also society as a whole.  Most 
would also agree that we should do our best to promote 
financial literacy in all of  our various societal roles and not 
leave it only to our schools, and certainly not just to those 
teaching a personal finance course.  Fortunately, to do this 
task, it isn’t necessary to be an expert on all the ideas and 
concepts of  personal finance.  A basic understanding of  
the principles of  economics discussed in this article will 
go a long way in effectively helping students in this crucial 
area of  their lives.
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Abraham Lincoln is undoubtedly America’s most 
beloved president.  Over the decades, he has 
consistently appeared among the top two pres-
idents (along with George Washington) chosen 
by Americans as their favorite, most successful 
chief  executive. Similarly, historians and profes-
sional observers of  the American presidency have 
consistently ranked Lincoln as the nation’s most 
influential president, citing his leadership during 
the Civil War and his dedication to an “undivided 
House,” and because he embodied core values of  
integrity, persistence, respect for human rights, 
and compassion.

While there is a consistency in claiming Lincoln 
as the nation’s best leader, three states also lay 
claim to Lincoln – Kentucky, Indiana, and Illi-
nois.  Kentucky calls itself  “Lincoln’s Birthplace.”  
Indiana claims itself  to be “Lincoln’s Boyhood 
Home.”  Illinois labels itself  as “The Land of  

Lincoln in Indiana
David Vanderstel

Lincoln,” the state in which he embarked upon 
his professional and political careers.  But, as 
many argue, it was Indiana that proved to be the 
formative environment for the young man who 
would become the 16th President of  the United 
States.  “There I grew up,” wrote Lincoln about 
his boyhood years in the state of  Indiana.

Growing Up in Indiana

Abraham Lincoln was born 12 February 1809 
in Hardin County, Kentucky, the second child of  
Thomas and Nancy Hanks Lincoln.  Lincoln’s 
sister Sarah has been born in 1807.  The family 
lived at Sinking Spring farm for a couple years 
before moving to a new site on nearby Knob 
Creek.  It was here where Abraham became 
accustomed to chores around the farm and where 
he began his brief  education, attending a nearby 
subscription school at the age of  six.[1] 
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Around 1816, Thomas turned his eyes to the new 
state of  Indiana where he soon relocated his fam-
ily.  He chose to leave Kentucky partly on account 
of  the issue of  slavery but chiefly because of  
problems regarding titles to land.[2]  The Lincoln 
family settled in December 1816 on land at Little 
Pigeon Creek in what is now Spencer County, 
Indiana.  At the young age of  seven, Abraham 
helped his father establish the family farm by 
building a log home, clearing land, and planting 
crops.

Abraham’s formal education was minimal.  He 
attended local schools only sporadically and his 
teachers likely possessed meager qualifications.  In 
fact, Lincoln noted that “if  a straggler supposed 
to understand latin, happened to sojourn the 
neighborhood, he was looked upon as a wiz-
ard.”[3]  Thus, Lincoln was largely self-educated.  
Family and friends remembered him as a studious 
boy, one who read all that he could get his hands 
on and who made notes on what he read.  They 
recalled that besides his few schoolbooks, Lincoln 
also read the Bible, histories, and newspapers, 
but he particularly enjoyed the autobiography 
of  Benjamin Franklin, Parson Weem’s biogra-
phy of  George Washington, and the formative 
documents of  the United States.  At a later age, 
Lincoln even read the Revised Laws of  the State of  
Indiana. Thus, Lincoln appeared well-grounded in 
the lives of  the Founding Fathers and the prin-
ciples that had led to the creation of  the United 
States.

In the fall of  1818, the Lincoln family was hit by 
tragedy.  During the late summer, the milk sick-
ness had swept through the Ohio River Valley, 
including southern Indiana.  The illness, caused 
by cows grazing on the poisonous white snake-
root plant, claimed thousands of  lives, including 
Lincoln’s mother Nancy on 5 October.  For more 
than a year, Thomas and his children lived alone 
on their farm.  On December 2, 1819, Thomas 
married Sarah Bush Johnston, a widow with three 
children from Elizabethtown, Kentucky.

Lincoln likely gained some valuable insight into 
the character of  the expanding American nation 
when he made a trip by flatboat down the Mis-

sissippi River to New 
Orleans.  James Gen-
try, owner of  a store 
near the Lincoln farm-
stead, asked Abraham 
(then 19 years of  age) 
to accompany his son 
Allen with a boatload 
of  produce and meat 
for a wage of  $8 per 
month.  The two young 
men built their flatboat 
and embarked in late 
December 1828 on their 1,200 mile voyage.  New 
Orleans was a vibrant town, filled with trade and 
commerce and diverse peoples.  It was here that 
Abraham likely witnessed his first slave market, 
though we do not know how he reacted to this 
encounter.[4] Clearly, this venture to the South 
offered yet another part of  Abraham’s ongoing 
education.

On 12 February 1830, Abraham reached the 
age of  21 – the legal age for being independent.  
Stories claim that he was already planning to 
leave his family and to go out on his own, possi-
bly to become a lawyer, but those claims can not 
be verified.  Still, he was now of  age and clearly 
aware of  the numerous economic and profession-
al opportunities in the expanding American West.  
But, correspondence from his uncle in Macon 
County, Illinois, led Abraham’s father to consider 
relocating his family.  Thomas had already begun 
construction on a new house the previous fall, 
which indicated his intention to remain in Indi-
ana.  But, new opportunities further west, particu-
larly with the availability of  cheap land, appealed 
to Thomas.  In March 1830, the Lincoln family 
sold their Indiana farm of  nearly 14 years, packed 
their belongings, and left for central Illinois.

Lincoln Returns to Indiana

Abraham Lincoln returned to his Indiana home 
in 1844.[5]  During the presidential campaign of  
that year, he accepted an invitation to speak to the 
Whigs of  Rockport in Spencer County, Indiana.  
On the evening of  30 October, Lincoln spoke to 
a large audience at the courthouse, expressing 
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his support for protec-
tive tariffs.  The Rockport 
Herald noted that Lincoln 
“handled that subject in a 
manner that done honor 
to himself  and the whig 
cause.  Other subjects 
were investigated in a 
like manner.  His speech 
was plain, argumentative 
and of  an hour’s dura-
tion.”[6] His appearance 
for the Whigs was a clear 
indication that Lincoln 
was gaining recognition 
as a political leader in 
the West.  Afterwards, he 
visited “the neighborhood 
.. in which I was raised, 

where my mother and only sister were buried.”[7]

It was another 15 years until Lincoln returned to 
Indiana.  On the evening of  19 September 1859, 
after campaigning in Cincinnati, Lincoln stopped 
in Indianapolis and delivered a campaign speech 
to a full house at the Masonic Hall. He opened 
his speech with the phrase, “Fellow Citizens of  
the State of  Indiana,” thereby clearly and re-
soundingly acknowledging his own roots in the 
Hoosier state.  Referring to himself  in the third 
person, Lincoln continued:

He now, for the first time in his life, appeared before a 
large audience in Indiana. Appearing at the capital of  this 
now great State, and traveling through a good portion of  
it in coming from Cincinnati, had combined to revive his 
recollection of  the earlier years of  his life. Away back in 
the fall of  1816, when he was in his eighth year, his father 
brought him over from the neighboring State of  Kentucky, 
and settled in the State of  Indiana, and he grew up to his 
present enormous height on our own good soil of  Indiana. 
[Laughter.] The scenes he passed through to-day are won-
derfully different from the first scenes he witnessed in the 
State of  Indiana, where he was raised, in Spencer county, 
on the Ohio river. There was an unbroken wilderness there 
then, and an axe was put in his hand; and with the trees 
and logs and grubs he fought until he reached his twentieth 
year.[8]

Lincoln’s next visit to Indiana was two years later 

when he was president-elect.  In February 1861, 
Lincoln began his trek to his inauguration in 
Washington, D.C.  He began by offering farewell 
remarks to friends and neighbors in Springfield, 
Illinois, then boarded a train, and left for La-
fayette, Indiana.  Upon arriving there, Lincoln 
offered these comments: 

FELLOW CITIZENS:---We have seen great changes 
within the recollection of  some of  us who are the older. 
When I first came to the west, some 44 or 45 years ago, 
at sundown you had completed a journey of  some 30 miles 
which you had commenced at sunrise, and thought you had 
done well. Now only six hours have elapsed since I left my 
home in Illinois where I was surrounded by a large con-
course of  my fellow citizens, almost all of  whom I could 
recognize, and I find myself  far from home surrounded by 
the thousands I now see before me, who are strangers to me. 
Still we are bound together, I trust in christianity, civiliza-
tion and patriotism, and are attached to our country and 
our whole country. While some of  us may differ in political 
opinions, still we are all united in one feeling for the Union. 
We all believe in the maintainance of  the Union, of  every 
star and every stripe of  the glorious flag, and permit me 
to express the sentiment that upon the union of  the States, 
there shall be between us no difference. My friends, I meet 
many friends at every place on my journey, and I should 
weary myself  should I talk at length, therefore permit me to 
bid you an affectionate farewell.[9]

On his way to Indianapolis, Lincoln also stopped 
in Thorntown and Lebanon to offer brief  re-
marks.  Lincoln arrived in Indianapolis about 
5:00 p.m. on Monday February 11.  Governor 
Oliver P. Morton welcomed him at the Lafayette 
and Indianapolis Railroads’ crossing at Missou-
ri and Washington Streets.[10]  There, Lincoln 
made the following remarks: 

Governor Morton and Fellow Citizens of  the State of  
Indiana:

Most heartily do I thank you for this magnificent reception, 
and while I cannot take to myself  any share of  the com-
pliment thus paid, more than that which pertains to a mere 
instrument, an accidental instrument, perhaps I should say, 
of  a great cause, I yet must look upon it as a most magnif-
icent reception, and as such, most heartily do I thank you 
for it.

You have been pleased to address yourselves to me chiefly 
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in behalf  of  this glorious Union in which we live, in all 
of  which you have my hearty sympathy, and, as far as 
may be within my power, will have, one  and inseparably, 
my hearty consideration. While I do not expect, upon this 
occasion, or on any occasion, till after  I get to Washington, 
to attempt any lengthy speech, I will only say that to the 
salvation of  this Union there needs but one single thing--
-the hearts of  a people like yours. [Applause.] When the 
people rise in masses in behalf  of  the Union and the lib-
erties of  their country, truly may it be said, ``The gates of  
hell shall not prevail against them.’’ [Renewed applause.]

In all the trying positions in which I shall be placed, and 
doubtless I shall be placed in many trying ones, my reliance 
will be placed upon you and the people of  the United 
States---and I wish you to remember now and forever, that 
it is your business, and not mine; that if  the union of  these 
States, and the liberties of  this people, shall be lost, it is 
but little to any one man of  fifty-two years of  age, but a 
great deal to the thirty millions of  people who inhabit these 
United States, and to their posterity in all coming time. It is 
your business to rise up and preserve the Union and liberty, 
for yourselves, and not for me. I desire they shall be consti-
tutionally preserved.

I, as already intimated, am but an accidental instrument, 
temporary, and to serve but for a limited time, but I appeal 
to you again to constantly bear in mind that with you, and 
not with politicians, not with Presidents, not with of-
fice-seekers, but with you, is the question, ``Shall the Union 
and shall the liberties of  this country be preserved to the 
latest generation?’’ [Loud and prolonged applause.][11]

Following his speech, Lincoln proceeded to the 
Bates House, the city’s leading hotel located on 
the northwest corner of  Washington and Illinois 
streets.  Later that evening, Lincoln addressed a 
crowd from a hotel balcony, presenting his re-
marks to what the press estimated to be a crowd 
ranging from 10,000 to 45,000 people.  This was 
considered Lincoln’s first major policy speech as 
president-elect.

It is not possible, in my journey to the national capital, 
to address assemblies like this which may do me the great 
honor to meet me as you have done, but very briefly. I 
should be entirely worn out if  I were to attempt it. I appear 
before you now to thank you for this very magnificent 
welcome which you have given me, and still more for the 
very generous support which your State recently gave to the 

political cause of  the whole country, and the whole world. 
[Applause.] Solomon has said, that there is a time to keep 
silence. [Renewed and deafening applause.] We know 
certain that they mean the same thing while using the same 
words now, and it perhaps would be as well if  they would 
keep silence.

The words ``coercion’’ and ``invasion’’ are in great use 
about these days. Suppose we were simply to try if  we 
can, and ascertain what, is the meaning of  these words. 
Let us get, if  we can, the exact definitions of  these words-
--not from dictionaries, but from the men who constantly 
repeat them---what things they mean to express by the 
words. What, then, is ``coercion’’? What is ``invasion’’? 
Would the marching of  an army into South California, 
for instance, without the consent of  her people, and in 
hostility against them, be coercion or invasion? I very 
frankly say, I think it would be invasion, and it would be 
coercion too, if  the people of  that country were forced to 
submit. But if  the Government, for instance, but simply 
insists upon holding its own forts, or retaking those forts 
which belong to it,---[cheers,]---or the enforcement of  the 
laws of  the United States in the collection of  duties upon 
foreign importations,---[renewed cheers,]---or even the 
withdrawal of  the mails from those portions of  the country 
where the mails themselves are habitually violated; would 
any or all of  these things be coercion? Do the lovers of  the 
Union contend that they will resist coercion or invasion of  
any State, understanding that any or all of  these would be 
coercing or invading a State? If  they do, then it occurs to 
me that the means for the preservation of  the Union they so 
greatly love, in their own estimation, is of  a very thin and 
airy character. [Applause.] If  sick, they would consider the 
little pills of  the homeopathist as already too large for them 
to swallow. In their view, the Union, as a family relation, 
would not be anything like a regular marriage at all, but 
only as a sort of  free-love arrangement,---[laughter,]---to 
be maintained on what that sect calls passionate attraction. 
[Continued laughter.] But, my friends, enough of  this.

What is the particular sacredness of  a State? I speak not 
of  that position which is given to a State in and by the 
Constitution of  the United States, for that all of  us agree 
to---we abide by; but that position assumed, that a State 
can carry with it out of  the Union that which it holds in 
sacredness by virtue of  its connection with the Union. I am 
speaking of  that assumed right of  a State, as a primary 
principle, that the Constitution should rule all that is less 
than itself, and ruin all that is bigger than itself. [Laugh-
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ter.] But, I ask,  wherein does consist that right? If  a State, 
in one instance, and a county in another, should be equal 
in extent of  territory, and equal in the number of  people, 
wherein is that State any better than the county? Can a 
change of  name change the right? By what principle of  
original right is it that one-fiftieth or one-ninetieth of  a 
great nation, by calling themselves a State, have the right 
to break up and ruin that nation as a matter of  original 
principle? Now, I ask the question---I am not deciding 
anything---[laughter,]---and with the request that you will 
think somewhat upon that subject and decide for yourselves, 
if  you choose, when you get ready,---where is the mysteri-
ous, original right, from principle, for a certain district of  
country with inhabitants, by merely being called a State, to 
play tyrant over all its own citizens, and deny the authority 
of  everything greater than itself. [Laughter.] I say I am 
deciding nothing, but simply giving something for you to 
reflect upon; and, with having said this much, and having 
declared, in the start, that I will make no long speeches, I 
thank you again for this magnificent welcome, and bid you 
an affectionate farewell. [Cheers.][12] 

Lincoln’s last remarks in Indiana were made in 
Lawrenceburg.  His comments were brief  since he 
was concerned about his remaining journey and 
arriving in Washington D.C. on time.

My fellow-countrymen. You call upon me for a speech; I 
have none to give to you, and have not sufficient time to 
devote to it if  I had. I suppose you are all Union men here, 
(cheers and cries of  ``Right’’) and I suppose that you are 
in favor of  doing full justice to all, whether on that side of  
the river (pointing to the Kentucky shore), or on your own. 
(Loud cheering and cries of  ``We are.’’) If  the politicians 
and leaders of  parties were as true as the PEOPLE, there 
would be little fear that the peace of  the country would be 
disturbed. I have been selected to fill an important office for 
a brief  period, and am now, in your eyes, invested with an 
influence which will soon pass away; but should my ad-
ministration prove to be a very wicked one, or what is more 
probable, a very foolish one, if  you, the PEOPLE, are but 
true to yourselves and to the Constitution, there is but little 
harm I can do, thank God![13]

On Monday 4 March 1861, Chief  Justice of  the 
Supreme Court Roger B. Taney administered the 
presidential oath of  office to Abraham Lincoln 
who became the 16th President of  the United 
States.

Lincoln’s Last Visit to the Hoosier State

Slightly more than four years later, Abraham 
Lincoln made his last visit to Indiana.  It was on 
Sunday 30 April 1865, two weeks following his 
assassination.  A train carrying his coffin arrived 
in Indianapolis at 7 a.m. that morning.  A horse-
drawn hearse transported Lincoln’s coffin to the 
Indiana State House in a long procession led by 
Governor Morton and Major General Joseph 
Hooker.  Upon arriving at the Capitol, the coffin 
was placed on a dais in the rotunda; the upper 
third of  the coffin was opened to allow mourners 
to see Lincoln’s face.  Public viewing lasted from 8 
a.m. until 10 p.m. that evening.  While no accu-
rate records exist for the number of  people who 
filed by the coffin, the Indianapolis Journal estimat-
ed no less than 50,000 joined in the mourning.  
Later that evening, an honor guard returned the 
coffin to the hearse and carried Lincoln back to 
the waiting train.  The Indianapolis Sentinel report-
ed:
This was the most solemn and imposing of  all the pag-
eantry that has attended the remains in this city.  The 
wailing sadness of  the music, the fitful glare of  the lamps, 
the deep silence unbroken except by the heavy tramp of  the 
soldiers and muffled rumbling of  carriage wheels, made it 
the most impressive scene of  all, in the mournful occasion.
[14]

Conclusion 

Historians readily claim that Lincoln’s years in 
Indiana were likely responsible for shaping his 
personal character and political philosophy.  Louis 
Warren, author of  Lincoln’s Youth: Indiana Years, 
noted that it was in Indiana that Lincoln “be-
came everywhere a favorite, always simple, genial, 
truthful and unpretending.”[15] Journalist Irving 
Leibowitz commented that it was in the Hoosier 
state where Lincoln learned “the value of  honesty, 
integrity, hard work and self-discipline.”[16]  In 
fact, Lincoln himself  testified about the impact of  
the years spent in Indiana.  Recalling the dedica-
tion of  those who struggled for American inde-
pendence, Lincoln told a New Jersey audience in 
1861:

You all know, for you have all been boys, how these early 
impressions last longer than others….I recollect thinking 
then, boy even though I was, that there must have been 
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something more than common that those men struggled for.
[17]
But, it was a poem that Lincoln wrote in 1844 
after speaking to the Whigs in southern Indiana 
where he voiced his feelings about his boyhood 
home. 

My childhood’s home I see again,
 And sadden with the view;

And still, as memory crowds my brain,
There’s pleasure in it too.

 

O Memory! Thou midway world
‘Twixt earth and paradise,

Where things decayed and loved ones lost
In dreamy shadow rise,

 

Near twenty years have passed away
Since here I bid farewell

To woods and fields, and scenes of  play,
And playmates loved so well.

 

Where many were, but few remain
Of  old familiar things;

But seeing them, to mind again
The lost and absent brings.

 

The friends I left that parting day,
How changed, as time has sped!

Young childhood grown, strong manhood gray,
And half  of  all are dead.

 

The very spot where grew the bread
That formed my bones, I see.

How strange, old field, on thee to tread,
And feel I’m part of  thee.[18]

Clearly, the Indiana frontier shaped the Ken-
tucky-born boy who would become the nation’s 
16th president.  Lincoln’s inquisitiveness led him 
to immerse himself  in reading that would shape 
his outlook on his future career and influence 
his writing and speaking.  His exposure to news-
papers of  the period also helped him to become 
informed about national events – westward 
movement, land sales, internal improvements, 
foreign affairs, sectionalism, and slavery – that 
would impact his future as President.  It was in 
Indiana too that Lincoln became increasingly 
familiar with Washington, Jefferson, the other 
Founding Fathers, and the documents that shaped 
American liberty and government, all of  which 
impacted Lincoln’s political career as well as his 
own personal life.  One could argue that Lincoln 

lost out on the rich cultural experiences of  life 
in America’s emerging urban centers of  the day.  
But, it was truly on the frontier of  the nation’s 
19th state where Lincoln developed his values, 
intellect, storytelling abilities, and writing skills 
that would make him America’s most beloved and 
honored President.
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Lewis “Lew” Wallace was born in Brookville, 

Indiana on April 10, 1827 to a father who graduated 

from West Point and became Governor of  Indiana.  

His mother died when Wallace was seven years old.

In a career tracking with Abraham Lincoln, Wallace 

became an attorney and state legislator before the two 

crossed paths following the Mexican War.  Wallace 

greatly admired Lincoln and became a Republican as 

a result.

Wallace helped Indiana Gov. Oliver Morton raise 

troops for the Union Army during the Civil War.  In-

diana’s contribution was so enormous that it inspired 

Lincoln’s Secretary of  War, Edwin Stanton, to write a 

personal note to Morton with the words “Well done, 

Indiana.”

His final service to President Lincoln was as a member 

of  the military commission trial of  the Lincoln assassi-

nation conspirators.

Following the war, Wallace was appointed as governor 

of  New Mexico Territory 

from 1878.  His wife was 

not fond of  the place; she 

quipped ““We should have 

another war with Old Mex-

ico to make her take back 

New Mexico.”  Wallace 

himself  gained a bit of  

notoriety for his strategy to 

pardon William Henry Mc-

Carty (aka “Billy the Kid”) 

in exchange for McCarty 

testifying against others in 

the Lincoln County War. 

Yet, it would be an unofficial act during his days as 

governor that gained Wallace lasting fame.  It was 

there that he completed a book manuscript started in 

Crawfordsville, Indiana called Ben-Hur: A Tale of  the 

Christ.  The historic novel went on to sell more books 

than Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin and 

has never been out of  print.

The same morning that President Garfield finished 

reading Ben Hur, he penned the author a thank you 

note and then a month later offered him an ambas-

sadorship to Turkey.  Ulysses S. Grant read the book 

for 30 hours straight and it created a fan base from 

around the world.

Wallace returned from Turkey and designed a writing 

study in Crawfordsville featuring a limestone frieze 

of  Judah Ben-Hur hovering over the entrance.  The 

book, Ben Hur, was adapted to film four times in-

cluding the 1959 edition starring Charlton Heston.  

Starting in 1899, the story was dramatized on stage for 

more than two decades creating one of  the first action 

Where Ben Hur was Born



70  | AMERICAN OUTLOOK  AMERICAN OUTLOOK | 71Fall 2013

heroes in American pop culture.  Myriad products were sold emblazoned 

with Ben Hur’s image.

More meaningfully, Ben Hur was so popular in the North and South that 

some scholars cite it as helping heal the Civil War’s divisions.

Wallaces’ study in Crawfordsville has been named a National Historic 

Landmark and it is open to the public. 

Reflections
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