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Editor’s Note 
This issue of Reason Papers celebrates the 250th anniversary of 

the Declaration of Independence.  

We have seven essays that examine the Declaration from its 
philosophical roots and historical context to its influence on 
contemporary political thought. 

Robert Begley analyzes the rhetoric of the Declaration and how 
that was used to convey its key philosophical ideals and ground those in 
the principled commitments of the signers of the Declaration.  

Rooting her discussion in Edmund Burke, Lauren Hall argues 
that the Declaration should be understood as a more grounded and 
moderate document and not the radical break with the past and tradition 
it is sometimes read as.  

Daniel B. Klein examines how David Hume would understand 
the preamble of the Declaration. He argues that while Hume supported 
independence, Hume’s thought suggests a dimmer view of the 
philosophy underlying the ideas at the heart of the Declaration.  

Most people today assume the American Revolution was anti-
monarchial from the start, but Robert M. S. McDonald’s essay 
demonstrates that King George III was actually quite popular in the 
colonies. The colonists’ animosity was at first directed entirely at the 
Parliament, while the king was seen as their potential savior. McDonald 
shows how the colonial view of the king shifted from savior to 
despot as the conflict with Great Britain worsened. 

Douglas B. Rasmussen and Douglas J. Den Uyl’s essay argues 
that the foundational role given to the pursuit of happiness in the 
Declaration is key to understanding both the Declaration and its socio-
political foundation of natural rights. 

Against so-called postliberal conservatives, Tristan J. Rogers 
defends the Declaration and its principles. Rogers argues that 
philosophical conservatism is the best way to understand, preserve, and 
renew the principles of the Declaration. 

4 



 

5 
 

 

Lastly, Aeon J. Skoble argues that understanding the natural 
rights basis of the Declaration reminds us of why we have government 
and what its limits ought to be. 

We have two book reviews, both on point with the focus of this 
special issue. First, Daniel A. Farber reviews Timothy Sandefur’s 
Proclaiming Liberty: John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and the 
Declaration of Independence. Francisco Villalobos then reviews Robert 
Begley’s Voices of Reason: Lessons for Liberty’s Leaders. 

                          

Shawn E. Klein 

Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ 

 www.reasonpapers.com 

 

Let us know what you think of Reason Papers:  

reasonpapers@gmail.com  

http://www.reasonpapers.com/


Reason Papers Vol. 46 
 

Reason Papers 46  (Summer 2026): 6–11. Copyright © 2026 
 

Special Issue: The 250th Anniversary of the 
Declaration of Independence 
  

Sacred Honor: Rhetoric with Consequences 

 

Robert Begley 

Independent Scholar 

 

1. A Living Declaration 

On July 4, 2004, I stood in the blazing sun among forty people 
at the Union Square flagpole in New York City, participating in a public 
reading of the Declaration of Independence. The site features the 
document’s words engraved in metal—fixed, permanent, and 
reverential. That day, the Declaration felt like a historical artifact 
transformed into a living act.  

I continue to lead these readings each July 4th. Since the 
pandemic, they have moved online. Participants from around the 
world—India, Canada, Brazil, Mexico, and China—take turns reading 
it aloud, one paragraph at a time. In one instance, we held a dedicated 
reading with Chinese dissidents. 

They had different accents and different political realities, but 
spoke the same words. Some participants read with confidence, others 
with hesitation. A few spoke with the careful precision of someone 
aware that, in another place, these words might carry negative 
consequences. 

We always conclude the same way: by reading the names of the 
signers. Verbally acknowledging those who pledged their “lives … 
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fortunes … and sacred honor.”1 There is a noticeable shift when those 
names are spoken because whatever else the Declaration is, it is a 
statement of ideas backed by consequence. 

2. From Framework to Analysis 

The title of this essay invites a question: What kind of rhetoric 
carries consequences? Aristotle, whose work influenced the founders, 
offers a clear starting point. In his work on the subject, he states: “Let 
rhetoric, then, be a power of seeing what is capable of being persuasive 
on each subject.”2 Aristotle identified three modes of persuasion: ethos 
(character), logos (reason), and pathos (emotion). These are often treated 
as techniques of effective communication. Properly understood, they 
describe something more demanding: the conditions under which words 
carry consequences. 

In studying great historical speeches, I have found this 
framework indispensable for understanding why certain words endure. 
It is an approach I develop in my book Voices of Reason: Lessons for 
Liberty’s Leaders where I analyze enduring speeches through this same 
lens of moral alignment.3 The Declaration of Independence, the 
founding statement of American political principles and the justification 
for independence, is no exception. If its ethos is found in “sacred honor,” 
its logos and pathos reveal how that moral commitment is argued and 
felt.  

3. Ethos: “Sacred Honor” and Moral Credibility 

Ethos refers to the credibility of the speaker; it’s credibility 
grounded in moral character. The signers did not present themselves as 
detached theorists; by signing, they pledged their “sacred honor.” They 
bound their argument to their own fates. They did not sign to be heard, 

 
1 Richard D. Hefner, A Documentary History of the United States (Penguin 
Books, 1952), p. 18.  
2 Aristotle, Rhetoric, in Plato and Aristotle, Gorgias and Rhetoric, trans. and 
ed. Joe Sachs (Focus Publishing, 2009), p. 137. 
3 Robert Begley, Voices of Reason: Lessons for Liberty’s Leaders (Indie Books 
International, 2025), p. 34. 
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except perhaps John Hancock, with his overly large lettering. They 
signed to be held accountable. 

To affix one’s name to the Declaration was to assume real 
danger. As recounted in the essay, “The Price They Paid,”4 many signers 
suffered loss of property, imprisonment, or worse in the cause of 
independence. Their pledge of “lives … fortunes … and sacred honor” 
was not pompous posturing.5 It was a statement of personal liability. 

Consider three figures associated with that pledge: 

George Walton, future Georgia governor, was wounded in battle 
and captured by the British. He risked his life in the cause of 
independence. 

Robert Morris, principal financier of the Revolution, used his 
personal credit to secure supplies and sustain the war effort. He 
risked his fortune, at great personal cost. 

Benjamin Franklin, the most internationally recognized and 
esteemed American of his time, risked his sacred honor, fully aware 
that failure would mean disgrace or death. 

Without this pledge, the Declaration reads as an argument. With 
it, the Declaration becomes a commitment. 

4. Logos: The Structure of Justification 

Logos refers to the use of reason and structured argument. The 
Declaration unfolds with precision: 

● A statement of principles: equality and unalienable, individual 
rights. 

 
4 E. Brooke Harlowe, “The Price They Paid,” The Connecticut Society of the 
Sons of The American Revolution (n.d.), https://www.sarconnecticut.org/the-
price-they-
paid/#:~:text=Have%20you%20ever%20wondered%20what,debts%2C%20an
d%20died%20in%20rags. 
5 Hefner, A Documentary History of the United States, p. 18.  
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● A theory of government: consent of the governed. 
● A conditional right of revolution. 
● A list of grievances as evidence. 

This is not a protest. It is a case. The Declaration reads less like 
a burst of revolutionary enthusiasm and more like a legal brief, but with 
far higher stakes. 

The influence of Enlightenment thought is evident, particularly 
John Locke’s account of natural rights in the “preservation of their lives, 
liberties, and estates, which I call by the general name, property.”6 
Government exists to secure rights; when it fails, it loses its claim to 
obedience. 

The Declaration first asserts independence and then justifies it. 
That distinction matters. Its reasoning invites scrutiny and does not 
avoid it. Even critics must engage with the structure of the argument.  

5. Pathos: The Experience of Injustice 

Pathos refers to the appeal to human emotion and moral 
experience. The grievances are structured to build force. The repeated 
phrase “He has…” creates rhythm, pattern, and escalation. 

The reader is not simply informed of injustice. The reader is 
made to feel it. This adds moral clarity. To recognize injustice requires 
more than understanding. It requires experiencing its weight. The 
Declaration appeals to a universal human concern: the desire to be 
treated with dignity rather than subjected to arbitrary power.  

This helps explain its reach beyond its original context. 
Participants in global readings do not need to share the founders’ 
circumstances to grasp the emotional logic of the text. They recognize 
the feeling based on their own experiences with injustice. 

 

 
6 John Locke, Second Treatise of Government, ed C. B. Macpherson, (Hackett 
Publishing Company, Inc., 1980), p. 66. 
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6. Integration: A Unified Moral Argument 

The Declaration’s enduring power lies in the integration of 
ethos, logos, and pathos: 

● Ethos gives the argument credibility. 
● Logos gives it structure. 
● Pathos gives it urgency. 

Together, they produce something rare: A moral argument 
people are willing to act on. Remove logos, and the document becomes 
sentiment. Remove pathos, and it becomes abstract. Remove ethos, and 
it loses credibility. 

This alignment gives speech its highest purpose. It does more 
than express ideas. It binds them to action. The Declaration is 
persuasive, but it is also an alignment of belief and action. 

7. A Continuing Challenge 

The Declaration does more than justify independence in 1776. 
It sets a standard. The signers did not separate belief from action. They 
tied their principles to their reputations, their futures, and their survival. 
They made their words accountable. This raises a deeper question: What 
does it mean to speak responsibly about liberty? 

If moral clarity requires alignment between belief and action, 
then the standard set by the Declaration is demanding. The strength of 
an argument is measured by logic and also by what one is willing to risk 
in defending it. We can say that “Sacred Honor” is not simply a phrase. 
It is a test. 

8. Conclusion: Words That Bind 

Modern readers often treat the Declaration as a statement of 
ideals. The founders treated it as a commitment. The document endures 
not only because it is eloquent and philosophically grounded, but 
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because it represents something far more demanding: rhetoric with 
consequences. 

The question, then, is whether we agree with the Declaration.  
In an age increasingly shaped by collectivist frameworks, where 
individuals are often reduced to categories of race, gender, or some kind 
of group identity, the Declaration’s insistence on individual rights and 
moral agency remains both radical and necessary. 

The question is whether we will uphold those principles as 
individuals. Are we willing to speak with clarity, conviction, and moral 
courage? I have tried, in my own way, to keep these words alive by 
reading them each year. The question is whether we as a nation at 250 
will carry them forward with the sacred honor that those who signed it 
demanded of themselves. 
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The Moderate Achievement of the Declaration:  

Natural Rights at 250 

 

Lauren Hall 

Rochester Institute of Technology 

The Declaration of Independence turns 250 this year, and 
everyone agrees it is worth celebrating. It is. But the celebration 
obscures something the founders themselves would have taken for 
granted: the Declaration’s rights language was not radical in the way we 
tend to imagine, as a theoretical leap, deduced from abstractions. It was 
instead deeply moderate: concrete, practical, and grounded in rights the 
colonists had already claimed for generations. Its very success has 
created a problem. We have taken rights forged as tools for resolving 
specific political conflicts and transformed them into weapons for 
escalating those conflicts. Edmund Burke spent his career warning about 
precisely this danger. Far from becoming less relevant with time, his 
warnings are more urgent now than they have been in a very long time. 

We should of course start with the Declaration itself. Thomas 
Jefferson’s language about self-evident truths and unalienable rights is 
usually read as a statement of Enlightenment philosophical principle, 
rationalism delivered from on high. But that reading misses what the 
document actually was: a legal and political instrument designed to 
justify a specific act of separation to a specific audience. Jefferson 
himself described its purpose not as the invention of new ideas but as 
the expression of “the common sense of the subject.”1 The truths it 
declared self-evident were truths the colonists had already been living 

 
1 Thomas Jefferson, “Letter to Henry Lee, May 8, 1825,” in Writings, ed. 
Merrill D. Peterson (Library of America, 1984), p. 1501. 
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out in their local institutions, their common law traditions, and their 
practices of self-governance for more than a century. The rights 
language was experience-driven. It articulated principles that had 
already been tested in the messy reality of colonial political life. That 
grounding in experience is what made it work. 

The distinction between experience-driven rights and abstract 
rights becomes clearer when we hold James Madison and Jefferson side 
by side. I have written about this contrast before, and I keep returning to 
it because it illuminates a tension at the heart of the American project 
itself.2 Madison, the architect of the U.S. Constitution, was deeply 
suspicious of abstract principle applied directly to political life. His 
genius lay in institutional design, in creating structures that channel 
human ambition and self-interest toward productive ends rather than 
destructive ones. In Federalist 51, he captured the moderate core of the 
whole liberal project: the goal of constitutionalism is to “first enable the 
government to control the governed; and in the next place oblige it to 
control itself.”3 That is the language of a statesman who understood that 
human nature is a mixed bag, and that our capacities for both freedom 
and bondage require institutions that support and channel the full 
complexity of human life. 

Jefferson was more of an idealist, and I do not mean that entirely 
as a compliment. His Kentucky Resolutions of 1798 argued for 
nullification, the claim that states could declare federal laws 
unconstitutional and simply refuse to enforce them.4 Madison’s parallel 
Virginia Resolutions proposed the more cautious doctrine of 
interposition: states could step between the federal government and their 
citizens to slow things down, to create friction and space for democratic 

 
2 See Lauren Hall, Family and the Politics of Moderation (Baylor University 
Press, 2014), chap. 3, for extended treatment of Madison’s constitutional 
moderation in relation to Burke. 

3 The Federalist Papers, ed. Clinton Rossiter (Signet Classics, 2003), No. 51. 

4 Thomas Jefferson, “Kentucky Resolutions (1798),” in The Portable Thomas 
Jefferson, ed. Merrill D. Peterson (Viking, 1975), pp. 281–89. 
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contestation and deliberation, without claiming the final word.5 The 
difference matters enormously. Madison refused to draw a firm line 
demarcating where federal power ends and state power begins. This was 
not indecision. The whole point of the proposed constitutional system 
was ongoing contestation rather than settled answers. The power 
struggle is the feature, not the bug. Jefferson wanted clear principles 
clearly applied, principles that would, usually, prioritize individual 
rights above much else. Madison understood that the application of 
principles to real political life requires prudential judgment, the kind that 
resists bright-line rules. 

This is where Burke becomes essential. Burke never wrote 
about the Declaration directly, but across his career he applied a single, 
consistent test to revolutionary rights-claims: Were they grounded in 
inherited experience or deduced from abstraction? By that test he 
defended the American colonists in 1775, in his speeches urging 
conciliation, even as he would condemn the French revolutionaries of 
1790. The Declaration sits on the side he defended. And, despite many 
claims to the contrary, he did not deny the existence of natural rights. 
He was explicit on this point.6 His concern was with what happens when 
rights are ripped from the social and emotional contexts that make them 
safe for practical application. Burke distinguished between what he 
called “the real rights of men” and the “pretended rights” of the 
revolutionary theorists. The pretended rights were, in one of his most 
penetrating formulations, “metaphysically true” but “morally and 
politically false.” Their “abstract perfection” was “their practical 

 
5 James Madison, “Virginia Resolutions (1798),” in The Writings of James 
Madison, ed. Gaillard Hunt, vol. 6 (G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1906), pp. 326–31. 
For Madison’s later clarification distinguishing interposition from nullification, 
see his 1830 letter to Edward Everett, in Writings, vol. 9, pp. 383–403. 

6 For the extended argument on Burke’s natural rights theory, see Lauren Hall, 
“Rights and the Heart: Emotions and Rights Claims in the Political Theory of 
Edmund Burke,” Review of Politics 73 (2011): pp. 1–23. 
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defect.” By claiming a right to everything, they ended up wanting 
everything.7 

Burke’s alternative was to insist that natural rights must be 
filtered through what he understood as the social affections: the 
emotional bonds of family, community, habit, and tradition that tie 
individuals to particular times and places. These are not irrational 
sentimentality. They are the passionate intermediaries through which 
abstract principles can be safely transported into political life.8 Burke 
offered a precise analogy: metaphysical rights entering common life are 
like rays of light piercing a dense medium. They refract. They bend. In 
the complicated mass of human passions and concerns, they undergo so 
many refractions and reflections that it becomes absurd to talk of them 
as if they continued in the simplicity of their original direction.9 Without 
these intermediaries, rights become untethered from the duties and 
relationships that give them meaning. And here Burke makes a point 
critical for us today: abstract rights do not simply fail to help. They 
actively harden the heart. They corrupt the moral sentiments that bond 
members of a society together. The revolutionaries were so taken up 

 
7 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France (Liberty Fund, 1999), 
pp. 150–51. The passage continues: “Government is not made in virtue of 
natural rights, which may and do exist in total independence of it; and exist in 
much greater clearness, and in a much greater degree of abstract perfection: but 
their abstract perfection is their practical defect.” 

8 Burke, Reflections, p. 172. Burke explicitly associates “our breasts” with “the 
great conservatories and magazines of our rights and privileges,” placing the 
emotional and sentimental bonds of community at the center of rights 
preservation. 

9 Burke, Reflections, pp. 152–53. The light analogy is among Burke’s most 
philosophically precise formulations of how political life transforms abstract 
principle. 
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with their theories about the rights of man, Burke wrote, that they had 
“totally forgot his nature” as an emotional as well as a rational being.10 

The Declaration of Independence, at its best, avoided this trap. 
Its rights language was anchored in concrete grievances, rooted in actual 
experience of governance, and directed toward a specific political end. 
Jefferson appealed to necessity, noting that the colonists were 
“impelled” to separate, rather than to ideological enthusiasm.11 In this 
sense, the Declaration’s natural rights were closer to Burke’s “real rights 
of men” than to the abstract rights of the French Revolution that Burke 
would later excoriate. They were rights filtered through local affection 
and connection, through a century of self-governance, through the 
common law and inherited traditions of English liberty. This is what 
made them moderate. This is what made them work. 

Many readers encounter the first few paragraphs of the 
Declaration and never arrive at the specific grievances at all. In some 
measure, then, the Declaration’s own success planted the seeds of our 
current difficulty. Because the language was so powerful, so elegantly 
universal, it invited abstraction from the concrete context that gave it 
meaning. During 250 years, rights language has been progressively 
detached from the practical, experience-driven, compromise-oriented 
tradition in which it was born. Rights have migrated from tools for 
resolving political conflicts into partisan trump cards that foreclose 
deliberation. When everything is framed as a right, nothing remains to 
negotiate. Burke saw this coming. Madison did too. The abstract rights 
of the revolutionaries, as Burke observed, “admit no temperament, and 

 
10 Burke, Reflections, p. 157: “This sort of people are so taken up with their 
theories about the rights of man, that they have totally forgot his nature. Without 
opening one new avenue to the understanding, they have succeeded in stopping 
up those that lead to the heart.” 

11 The Declaration of Independence (1776), para. 2. 
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no compromise; anything withheld from their full demand is so much of 
fraud and injustice.”12 

The paradox of our current moment is visible here. We invoke 
rights language more expansively than at any point in American history, 
and yet our political culture has never been less capable of the 
compromise and deliberation the founders understood as essential to 
self-governance. Left and right alike have weaponized rights, turning 
them from shared premises for political argument into conversation-
ending assertions. Burke warned that purely rationalistic rights, severed 
from emotional attachment to a specific community, would “temper and 
harden the breast.”13 The inflation of rights language has done precisely 
this. In contrast, Burke argued, the British (and by extension the 
American) model required that “we give and take; we remit some rights, 
that we may enjoy others; and, we chuse rather to be happy citizens, than 
subtle disputants.”14 

Madison understood this trade-off clearly. His institutional 
design was premised on the recognition that rights alone cannot sustain 
a republic. Instead, we need structures that force compromise, that create 
friction, and that allow ambition to counteract ambition. And we need 
what Burke called the social emotions, attachments to community, to 
place, to the people and institutions we actually know, as the connective 
tissue that holds a rights-bearing political order together. Jefferson’s 

 
12 Burke, Reflections, p. 153. 

13 Burke, Reflections, p. 157: “The worst of these politics of revolution is this; 
they temper and harden the breast, in order to prepare it for the desperate strokes 
which are sometimes used in extreme occasions.” 

14 Edmund Burke, “Speech on Conciliation with the Colonies (March 22, 
1775),” in Select Works of Edmund Burke, vol. 1 (Liberty Fund, 1999), pp. 91–
92. The line belongs to Burke’s account of government as “founded on 
compromise and barter”: “we choose rather to be happy citizens than subtle 
disputants.” That Burke applied this formulation to the American crisis itself, a 
year before the Declaration, underscores how closely his disposition tracked the 
founders’. 
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more ideological approach tended to treat rights as self-executing 
principles that needed only to be declared in order to be realized. We 
have inherited far too much of Jefferson on this score and not nearly 
enough of Madison. 

The best way to honor the Declaration’s 250th anniversary is to 
recover the moderate and grounded spirit in which it was written. Rights 
are powerful. They are among the most important tools we have for 
protecting individuals against the predations of power. But they need to 
be filtered through local affection and connection before they are safe 
for practical application. They need the grounding of community, the 
wisdom of experience, and the humility that comes from recognizing 
that political life involves balancing competing goods rather than 
declaring absolute principles. The Declaration’s real achievement was 
to deploy rights language in exactly this way: concretely, practically, 
and in the service of a specific political community’s struggle for self-
governance. We honor that achievement by remembering the choice the 
founders made. When Burke rose to urge conciliation with the colonies 
in 1775, he reminded Parliament that all government “is founded on 
compromise and barter.” A year before independence, he laid out the 
choice the founders could make and they made it: they chose to be happy 
citizens rather than subtle disputants. That choice—not the abstract 
declaration of rights, but the decision to treat them as instruments of a 
shared political life—is what made the American experiment worth 
undertaking. 
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The Preamble in Hume’s View 

 

Daniel B. Klein 

George Mason University 

 

David Hume’s last letter was addressed to “My Dearest Friend,” 
Adam Smith, and closed “Adieu My dearest Friend.”1 Hume died two 
days later, on August 25, 1776, which makes 52 days after July 4, 1776. 
The Declaration of Independence appeared in Edinburgh papers on 
August 19–21, so Hume may have read it, but there is no record of his 
having done so.  

More than five years earlier, on March 11, 1771, Hume 
remarked in a letter (to William Strahan) that “our Union with America 
… in the Nature of things, cannot long subsist.”2 Hume and Smith 
favored desisting and letting the colonies go.  

What would Hume think of the chief paragraph of the 
Preamble?  

I imagine that he would think it effective for steeling and 
mobilizing Americans to throw off the British. On a more philosophical 
plane, he would perhaps have had a few reservations. 

Regarding the Declaration’s claim that “all Men are … endowed 
by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are 
Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness,” Hume might say: That 
might be true enough, and I hope it is. Hume would not hold the 
“Truths” of the paragraph to be “self-evident.” He didn’t accept “self-
evident” for things over which people contend.  

As for the record of George III’s reign, I believe that Hume 
would say that it demonstrates a belated, futile, and increasingly foolish 
effort to establish rule by Great Britain over the colonies. But he would 

 
1  David Hume, The Letters of David Hume, ed. J. Y. T Grieg (Clarendon Press, 
1932), vol. II, pp. 335–36. 
2  Hume, Letters, II, 237. 
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reject the Declaration’s claim that this effort had as “direct Object the 
Establishment of an absolute Tyranny” or evinced “a Design to reduce 
[the colonists] under absolute Despotism.”  

Hume would be mixed on the claim that governments are 
instituted to secure the “unalienable” rights. Hume suggests that man 
established “political society, in order to administer justice,”3 but he also 
told of other motives throughout history for instituting governments. “It 
is probable, that the first ascendant of one man over multitudes begun 
during a state of war”—that man “could gradually, by a mixture of force 
and consent, establish his authority … . After it, submission was no 
longer a matter of choice in the bulk of the community, but was 
rigorously exacted by the authority of the supreme magistrate.”4  

Most significantly, Hume would take exception to the 
Declaration’s claim that governments “deriv[e] their just Powers from 
the Consent of the Governed.” Hume criticized consent theory and 
offered a different explanation for government authority. In A Treatise 
of Human Nature, Hume invents and applies a new meaning of 
“convention”—convention without convening—to explain our 
allegiance to our conventions of commutative justice and our 
conventions of government authority. The “our” is situated in history, 
and hence is conventional, but the principles and forces behind such 
allegiance are not conventional but natural.  

Convention without convening is an idea later developed by 
David K. Lewis.5 No one convened to determine that people shall use 
the signifier “cup” to signify a cup, yet thusly using “cup” is a 
convention. Hume used his conventionalist theory to understand 
government authority. When the government exercises its unique 
powers, whether justly or unjustly, those powers derive from 
convention, not consent.  

It is convention, not consent, that underwrites a perception of 
legitimacy of the government of one’s time and place. Hume attacked 

 
3  David Hume, Essays: Moral, Political, and Literary, ed. E. F. Miller (Liberty 
Fund, 1987), p. 37. 
4  Hume, Essays, pp. 39, 40; see also pp. 471ff. 
5 David K. Lewis, Convention; A Philosophical Study (Harvard University 
Press, 1969). 
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social contract theory in “Of the Original Contract.” Its “partizans,” the 
simplistic old Whigs, have not “scrupled to affirm, that absolute 
monarchy is inconsistent with civil society, and so can be no form of 
civil government at all; and that the supreme power in a state cannot 
take from any man, by taxes and impositions, any part of his property, 
without his own consent or that of his representatives.”6  

Hume thus sustains civic obligation but without consent. In an 
essay called “Of the Origin of Government,” Hume said: “Men must … 
endeavour to palliate what they cannot cure. … OBEDIENCE is a new 
duty which must be invented to support that of JUSTICE; and the tyes 
of equity must be corroborated by those of allegiance.”7 Adam Smith, 
who also rejected contractarianism, wrote: “He is not a citizen who is 
not disposed to respect the laws and to obey the civil magistrate.”8 

Consent might be a valuable analogy, but it is a fiction, and it is 
a dangerous fiction. The great danger that Hume indicated (and Smith 
cribbed from in his lectures on jurisprudence) was that the Lockean 
terms and conditions—vaguely signified in the Declaration by “Life, 
Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness”—of the fanciful “social contract” 
can easily be dropped or reinterpreted.  

Hume cites Socrates: “Socrates refuses to escape from prison, 
because he had tacitly promised to obey the laws. Thus he builds a tory 
consequence of passive obedience, on a whig foundation of the original 
contract.”9 Hume saw that contractarianism paved the way to unchecked 
governmentalization of social affairs: “When we assert, that all lawful 
government arises from the consent of the people, we certainly do them 
a great deal more honour than they deserve.”10 The Lockean terms and 
conditions are themselves loose, which paves the way to jettisoning or 
perverting them altogether. Furthermore, using the terms consent and 
contract where they do not belong adulterates and weakens the semantic 
content and oomph of those words. In theorizing political authority, 
Hume saw that “consent” was inaccurate and dangerous; more accurate 

 
6  Hume, Essays, pp. 486–87. 
7  Hume, Essays, p. 38. 
8  Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, ed. D. D. Raphael and A. L. 
Macfie (1759; repr., Oxford University Press, 1976), p. 231. 
9  Hume, Essays, p. 487. 
10 Hume, Essays, p. 478. 
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and less dangerous was his theory of natural convention. Save “consent” 
for consent. Use “acquiescence,” “assent,” and so on for citizens’ 
behavior in relation to their rulers. 

In the essay “Of the Origin of Government,” Hume wrote: “A 
great sacrifice of liberty must necessarily be made in every 
government.”11 He explained that a healthy degree of liberty depends on 
authority: “liberty is the perfection of civil society; but still authority 
must be acknowledged essential to its very existence.”12 Because 
authority depends on violations of liberty, liberty depends on violations 
of liberty—a paradox to be appreciated, refined, naturalized.  

The Preamble’s main paragraph says that “Governments long 
established should not be changed for light and transient Causes,” and 
Hume would agree.13 But “a long Train of Abuses and Usurpations” can 
justify resistance, rebellion, and revolution.14 Also, the distance made 
independence inevitable. I’m not sure whether Hume thought the rebels 
justified. We can feel sure, however, that Hume thought that, given how 
things stood by July 4, 1776, Britain should just let the colonies go.

 
11  Hune, Essays, p. 40. 
12  Hume, Essays, p. 41. 
13  David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature: A Critical Edition, ed. David F. 
Norton and Mary J. Norton (Clarendon Press, 2007), p. 354; Hume, Essays, p. 
490. 
14  Hume, Treatise, p. 354; Hume, Essays, pp. 485, 489, 492, 502ff. 
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 At George III’s coronation in 1761, the 23-year-old monarch 
stood near the height of his popularity in America. Great Britain seemed 
poised for victory in war against France, where Louis XV ruled by 
divine right and exercised what seemed like absolute power. Meanwhile, 
the British monarch’s reputation as a champion of liberty, together with 
his duty to share governance with Parliament, led Boston minister 
Andrew Eliot in 1765 to describe Britain’s balanced constitution as “the 
glory of Britons, and the envy of foreigners.” George III retained 
Americans’ esteem even after they began to oppose the actions of 
Parliament. In 1766, the New York General Assembly commissioned an 
equestrian statue of the king to recognize “the innumerable and singular 
Benefits received from our most gracious sovereign”—including his 
assent to the repeal of the Stamp Act, which threatened to violate their 
property rights through taxation without representation. Erected in lower 
Manhattan in 1770, its sculptor, Joseph Wilton, aimed to echo the 
famous depiction of Marcus Aurelius on Rome’s Capitoline Hill. John 
Adams gazed upon the “Statue of his Majesty on Horse back” when, in 
1774, he stopped in New York on his way to the First Continental 
Congress in Philadelphia. Distraught by Parliament’s recent actions, 
including the Coercive Acts, Adams nonetheless had not given up on the 
king, whose larger-than-life likeness he admired in Roman garb and 
“gilded with Gold, standing on a Pedestal of Marble very high.”1 

 
1 Andrew Eliot, A Sermon Preached before His Excellency, Francis Bernard… 
May 29th, 1765 (Boston, 1765), p. 14; The New-York Gazette; or, the Weekly 
Post-Boy, June 30, 1766; John Adams, August 20, 1774, in L. H. Butterfield, 
ed., The Diary and Autobiography of John Adams, 4 vols. (Harvard University 
Press, 1961), 2:110; Bob Ruppert, “The Statue of George III,” Journal of the 
American Revolution (September 8, 2014).  



Reason Papers Vol. 46 
 

24 
 

 In the two years that followed, everything seemed to change. In 
Massachusetts, at Lexington and Concord, Britain launched a war in 
April 1775. The Continental Congress responded by creating the 
Continental Army and appointing George Washington as its 
commander-in-chief. But Congress’ resolve to meet force with force did 
not yet amount to a war for independence. In July, it sent to George III 
the Olive Branch petition, which detailed American grievances while 
assuring the king that colonists remained “your Majesty’s faithful 
subjects” and begging “that your royal authority and influence may be 
graciously interposed to procure us relief … and to settle peace through 
every part of your dominion.” In September Benjamin Franklin noted 
that “whether America is ever again to have any Connection with Britain 
either Commercial or Political is at present uncertain. All depends upon 
that Nation’s coming to its Senses. Here we are preparing and 
determined to run all Risques rather than comply with her mad 
Demands.” Meanwhile, Connecticut delegate Eliphalet Dyer observed 
that the “K—g is Obstinately bent to prosecute the Warr against the 
Americans as appears by the K—s answer to the London Petition,” in 
which the lord mayor, aldermen, and Commons of the city of London 
urged him—unsuccessfully—to cease military action in America.2  

 Prospects failed to brighten. In fact, during November 1775 it 
became clear to many Americans that the king had sided not with them 
but instead with the hardline government of Lord Frederick North. This 
transformed the contest between Britain and America. What had been a 
constitutional crisis hinging on whether, as Parliament asserted in its 
1766 Declaratory Act, it possessed the authority to legislate for the 
colonies “in all cases whatsoever,” became something even more 
profound. The betrayal of the king prompted an increasing number of 
Americans to consider whether the British government could be 
considered a government at all. As early as September 1774, Patrick 

 
2 “Second Petition from Congress to the King, [July 8, 1775],” in Julian P. 
Boyd, et al., eds., The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 47 vols. to date (Princeton 
University Press, 1950–), 1:219–21; Benjamin Franklin to Jonathan Williams 
Jr., September 12, 1775, in Paul H. Smith, ed., Letters of Delegates to Congress, 
26 vols. (Library of Congress, 1976–2000), 2:5; Eliphalet Dyer to Joseph 
Trumbull, September 15, 1775, in Smith, ed., Letters of Delegates to Congress, 
2:14–15.  
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Henry thundered on the floor of Congress that “we are in a State of 
Nature.” As in philosopher John Locke’s imagined land without 
government, Americans possessed natural rights but no effective means 
to secure them. Bad enough that, for more than a decade, Britain had 
failed to protect their rights—which Locke had written was 
government’s purpose, justifying the replacement of King James II with 
William and Mary during England’s Glorious Revolution of 1688–
1689. Worse still, Britain had acted to seize their property, trample on 
their liberty, and threaten their lives. If George III had abandoned his 
American subjects, wasn’t he abdicating his claim to serve as their 
king?3  

The Pennsylvania Journal reported on November 1, 1775 that 
“no answer has been yet given, nor will any be given, to the petition of 
the Continental Congress, as it is thought beneath the dignity of 
Government to treat with or acknowledge an assembly which has no 
constitutional or legal existence.” The king’s intransigence—as well as 
his August 1775 “Proclamation for suppressing Rebellion & Sedition,” 
word of which arrived in early November—cheered Samuel Ward, a 
Rhode Island delegate to Congress who itched for independence. The 
king’s hard-line stance provided “immense Service” since “Our 
Councils have been hitherto too fluctuating” between “measures for 
carrying on the War” and inaction provoked by the belief that “nothing 
must be done to widen the unhappy Breech between G.B. & the 
Colonies.” Indeed, not a single member of the Rhode Island delegation 
expected “a Redress of Grievances from Petition.” As Joseph Hewes of 
New Jersey observed, “We have been told” that the Olive Branch 
Petition “will be disregarded; that we shall be declared rebels, and our 

 
3 “The Declaratory Act, March 18, 1766,” in Danby Pickering, ed., The Statutes 
at Large, 46 vols. (Cambridge, 1762–1807), 27:20; Patrick Henry’s remarks as 
recorded by John Adams, “Notes of Debates in the Continental Congress, 
September 6, 1774,” in L. H. Butterfield, ed., Diary and Autobiography of John 
Adams, 4 vols. (Harvard University Press, 1961), 2:124; John Locke, Two 
Treatises of Government: A Critical Edition with an Introduction and 
Apparatus Criticus, ed. Peter Laslett, rev. ed. (New American Library, 1963), 
pp. 309–23, 327–44, 361–99, 446–77. 
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estates confiscated; we are threatened with ships of war, troops, 
Russians, Hanoverians, and Hessians. God knows how it will end.”4 

 John Hancock soon received confirmation that Congress would 
receive “No Answer” to its olive branch, with news arriving of “the King 
Refusing to Receive it on the Throne” and consigning the colonists to 
“work out our own Salvation.” Samuel Adams fumed that George III 
treated the petition “with insolent Contempt.” The British people, who 
seemed “to be generally fitted for the Yoke of arbitrary Power,” were 
little better. America’s few allies in England offered “feeble and 
languid” support, while “the Tyrant” on the throne “is flushed with 
Expectations from his Fleets and Armies, and has, I am told, explicitly 
declared … his unalterable Determination, to compel the Colonists to 
absolute Obedience.” Some regretted even attempting to appeal to the 
monarch. “I objected when our last petition was before Congress,” South 
Carolina delegate Thomas Lynch insisted, because a direct message 
required deferential language that amounted to “lowly, and humiliating 
expressions” that produced “in narrow minds, an opinion of our 
weakness.” Samuel Ward agreed. As he wrote on November 21, the 
“Timidity and Fluctuation … which a Hope of Reconciliation induced 
have done Us infinite Mischief,” he believed, because British leaders 
“concluded from our Petition that the Congress found themselves too 
weak to carry on Opposition & took a Resolution to exert their whole 
Force to crush us at once.”5 

 While some blamed themselves, in part, for the failure of the 
Olive Branch petition, they could not help but to acknowledge the king’s 

 
4 Pennsylvania Journal, or, Weekly Advertiser (Philadelphia), November 1, 
1775; Samuel Ward to Henry Ward, November 2, 1775, in Smith, ed., Letters 
of Delegates to Congress, 2:291; Rhode Island Delegates to Nicholas Cooke, 
November 4, 1775, in Smith, ed., Letters of Delegates to Congress, 2:301; 
Joseph Hewes to James Iredell, November 9, 1775, in Smith, ed., Letters of 
Delegates to Congress, 2:322.  
5 John Hancock to James Bowdoin Sr., November 9, 1775, in Smith, ed., Letters 
of Delegates to Congress, 2:321; Samuel Adams to James Bowdoin Sr., 
November 16, 1775, in Smith, ed., Letters of Delegates to Congress, 2:352; 
Thomas Lynch to Ralph Izard, November 19, 1775, in Smith, ed., Letters of 
Delegates to Congress, 2:363; Samuel Ward to Henry Ward, November 21, 
1775, in Smith, ed., Letters of Delegates to Congress, 2:370.  
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intransigence as the reason for its futility. “It is an immense misfortune 
to the whole empire to have a king of such a disposition at such a time,” 
Thomas Jefferson observed at the end of the month. “We are told and 
every thing proves it true that he is the bitterest enemy we have.” 
Americans, Jefferson believed, lacked “neither inducement nor power 
to declare and assert a separation. It is will alone which is wanting and 
that is growing apace under the fostering hand of our king.”6  

 After November 1775, when the king’s betrayal became 
undeniable, events accelerated. “Is not America already independent?” 
Samuel Adams wrote on April 3. “Why then not declare it?” After all, 
“Nations at War” cannot “be said to be dependent either upon the other.” 
In addition, “the King[’]s last Proclamation” made it clear that Britain 
would only “be reconciled upon our abjectly submitting to Tyranny.” 
Twenty days later, South Carolina chief justice William Henry Drayton 
proclaimed “that George the Third, King of Great-Britain, has abdicated 
the Government, and that the Throne is thereby vacant; that is, HE HAS 
NO AUTHORITY OVER US, and WE OWE NO OBEDIENCE TO 
HIM.” Meanwhile, the Virginia Convention on May 15, 1776 passed 
resolutions clearing the way for a republican constitution, a declaration 
of rights, and confederation with the other colonies. That night, with 
great fanfare, patriots lowered the Union Jack and raised in its place the 
Continental Union flag at the capitol in Williamsburg.7 

 By June 7, on the floor of the Continental Congress, not only 
John Adams but also delegates such as Virginians George Wythe and 
Richard Henry Lee argued, as Jefferson paraphrased their remarks, that 
“the question was not whether, by a declaration of independence, we 
should make ourselves what we are not; but whether we should declare 
a fact which already exists.” The same day, Lee advanced the resolution 
that “these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and 

 
6 Thomas Jefferson to John Randolph, November 29, 1775, in Boyd, et al., eds., 
The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 1:269. 
7 Samuel Adams to Samuel Cooper, April 3, 1776, in Smith, ed., Letters of 
Delegates to Congress, 3:481, 483; Keith Krawczynski, William Henry 
Drayton: South Carolina’s Revolutionary Patriot (Louisiana State University 
Press, 2001), pp. 109, 198; David Ramsay, The History of the Revolution of 
South-Carolina, from a British Province to an Independent State, 2 vols. 
(1785), 1:111, 120; Kevin R. C. Gutzman, James Madison and the Making of 
America (St. Martin’s Press, 2012), pp. 9–10.   
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independent States, that they are absolved from all allegiance to the 
British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the 
State of Great Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.” Jefferson 
reiterated this description of independence as the current state of affairs 
in the Declaration of Independence, which not only incorporated Lee’s 
resolution but also the charge that George III “has abdicated 
Government here, by declaring us out of his Protection and waging War 
against us.”8 

 On July 9, after the text of the Declaration reached George 
Washington and his troops encamped in New York City, the 
commander-in-chief ordered that it be read in front of an assembly of 
soldiers and citizens, who subsequently marched down Broadway to 
lower Manhattan. There, they toppled the two-ton statue of George III 
and smashed it into pieces shipped to Connecticut, where in a Litchfield 
foundry the lead was melted into more than 42,000 musket balls for the 
use of the Continental Army. Three months later, John Adams—who 
once revered George III and had stood in awe of his larger-than-life 
likeness—described him as “an Abdicated King” and “a Pretender to the 
Crown.”9 

 

 
8 Thomas Jefferson, “Notes of Proceedings in the Continental Congress, [June 
7 to August 1, 1776],” in Boyd, et al., eds., The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 
1:311; “Resolution of Independence Moved by R. H. Lee for the Virginia 
Delegation, [June 7, 1776],” in Boyd, et al., eds., The Papers of Thomas 
Jefferson, 1:298; “The Declaration of Independence as Adopted by Congress, 
July 4, 1776,” in Boyd, et al., eds., Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 1:431.  
9 Ruppert, “The Statue of George III”; John Adams to Abigail Adams, October 
8, 1776, in Smith, ed., Letters of Delegates to Congress, 5:319, 2:141. 
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Almost everyone has been told that the phrase “life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness” was derived from or patterned after John 
Locke’s phrase of “life, liberty, and property.” This opinion may have 
some validity, but the origin is a bit more complicated than that.1 
Thomas Jefferson was not the first to use “life,” “liberty,” and 
“happiness” together in the same sentence. Article 1 of A Declaration of 
Rights in the Virginia Bill of Rights adopted June 12, 1776 says: 

That all men are by nature equally free and independent, 
and have certain inherent rights, of which, when they 
enter into a state of society, they cannot by any 
compact, deprive or divest their posterity; namely, the 
enjoyment of life and liberty with the means of 
acquiring and possessing property, and pursuing and 
obtaining happiness and safety. 

The phrase in the Declaration of Independence is certainly more 
succinct; and though it leaves out the terms “property” and “safety,” the 
point is exactly the same as the passage above. It was likely George 
Mason, and not Jefferson, who gave Virginia the words just cited. 
Furthermore, Locke himself put happiness together with liberty in a 
section of his Essay entitled “The necessity of pursuing true happiness, 
the foundation of liberty.”2 Moreover, it is fair to say that happiness was 

 
1 We thank Hans Eicholz for pointing us to this history of the phrase. 
2 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (Dover, 1959), 
II.21.51. 
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in the air in that era. Not only do Locke, George Mason, and Jefferson 
speak of its importance, but “happiness” can be found in sermons of the 
era; Cato’s Letters; and the writings of Benjamin Franklin; Henry 
Home, Lord Kames; and Adam Smith, almost always in connection to 
liberty and property.  

The term happiness may seem mundane to us today, but back 
then it signified quite a different outlook on life than had previously been 
the case. As Smith points out,3 happiness as an object of our actions 
stands in stark contrast to the penance and mortification required by the 
church to reach heaven. Instead, happiness gets paired with, in Smith’s 
terms, “the liberal, generous, and spirited conduct of a man” in this life. 
With the secularization of the ends of action being happiness, we see 
also the importance of Jefferson’s use of “pursuit” and its presence in 
the Virginia Declaration cited above. It is our own happiness, and the 
happiness of those around us, that we seek. But the act of seeking it is 
and must be a self-directed process. That is precisely why the notion of 
happiness necessitates liberty. Happiness requires the freedom to self-
direct. 

Our happiness does not just crop up in isolation from others. It 
is pursued both with and among others. That happiness is a pursuit that 
takes place among others means that a context must be set for that 
pursuit. This is where rights come in. They are fundamental in the 
pursuit of happiness in a social and political context, a fact the Founding 
Fathers clearly understood. It is because of this fundamentality that 
Jefferson begins his Declaration with reference to them. We would 
agree, so let us parse out what these rights are and their role in a social-
political order.  

1. Natural Rights: The Basis of the Declaration 

The rights articulated in the Declaration of Independence are 
understood as natural rights. This remains true regardless of whether one 
believes that the natural order is fundamentally ultimate or views it as 
the creation of a divine being. The foundation of these rights lies in the 

 
3 Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations 
(1776; repr., Liberty Fund, 1982), V.I.f.30.  
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very nature of human beings rather than in the authority of a monarch, a 
legislative body, a social contract, or even a deity. 

2. The Role of Natural Rights 

Among the natural rights inherent to all humans are the rights to 
“life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” These rights are best 
understood as basic, negative rights. That is, they require individuals to 
refrain from initiating or threatening to initiate physical force against 
others in its various forms. Moreover, they establish the moral purpose 
of the state or, more broadly, the political and legal order of society. The 
protection and enforcement of these rights are the ultimate goal of 
positive law. When a political or legal system fails to protect these 
rights, the people possess the right to abolish it and form a new order. 
Thus, these rights not only define the purpose of law but also justify the 
possibility of revolution if the rights are being violated or disregarded. 

3. A Philosophical Defense of the Rights in the Declaration 

The Declaration of Independence does not attempt to defend the 
truths it proclaims as self-evident. Instead, it expresses the beliefs that 
justify the colonies’ pursuit of independence from Great Britain. It 
serves as a radical, revolutionary statement rather than a treatise in 
ethical or political philosophy. So, while the Declaration itself does not 
justify its claims, we believe a philosophical defense of its rights is 
possible. Such a defense can be summarized as follows. 

a. Natural Rights as Expressions of Natural Moral Law 

Natural rights are manifestations of natural moral law. “Law” in 
this context refers to a standard by which human actions are ethically 
evaluated. The nature of human beings is such a standard. It sets the 
purpose of human living: human happiness. In contemporary terms, 
these rights exemplify a form of ethical naturalism. Therefore, 
substantiating the claims of the Declaration depends on establishing a 
robust account of ethical naturalism, one in which certain types of facts 
are valuable. 

b. The Pursuit of Happiness 

As noted above, “happiness” signifies self-directed engagement 
in activities that realize and enjoy basic human goods. This process 
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occurs through the exercise of practical wisdom, especially in 
community with others. Practical wisdom stands as the chief human 
virtue, involving personal determination of how to achieve happiness 
through proper conduct. Happiness, therefore, is a self-directed, 
individualized, and social activity. It is neither passive nor isolated. 

c. Rights as Ethical Metanorms 

The natural rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness 
are not typical ethical norms that guide individuals toward happiness, 
virtue, or avoidance of evil. Rather, they serve as foundational norms for 
the legal structure of society, ensuring that individuals can, in principle, 
pursue happiness compatibly with one another. These rights bridge the 
ethical norms that guide personal and social life with the norms that 
shape political and legal institutions. In this sense, they are ethical 
metanorms. They establish the framework within which the pursuit of 
happiness is possible, without prescribing the means to achieve it. 

d. Misconceptions about the Declaration 

It is a mistake to interpret the Declaration as a blueprint for 
human happiness or as a statement of human needs for the state to fulfill. 
Instead, it serves to define a context for a certain type of social-political 
order, namely, a regime of liberty as understood in terms of basic, 
negative, natural rights. The Declaration lists the ways liberty was being 
undermined in its time, and this, in turn, reminds us to recognize how 
our liberty is being threatened today. It is essential to avoid 
misunderstanding the purpose of the Declaration, as one’s interpretation 
of the Declaration directly shapes how the United States Constitution is 
understood and applied, particularly with respect to the implementation 
and protection of the rights articulated in the Declaration of 
Independence.  

4. Closing Thought 

As we celebrate the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of 
Independence, we must never forget that it provides the foundation for 
what makes the United States of America a creedal nation. We are not 
defined by ancestry, ethnicity, religion, or even lifestyles. The truths of 
the Declaration define what we are about as a nation, and they remain 
the last best hope of humanity.  
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In the final days of the Constitutional Convention of 1787, 
responding to a question about its outcome, Benjamin Franklin famously 
is said to have remarked, “a republic, if you can keep it.” So too now, as 
we reach the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, it is 
worth asking: What have we conserved? What exactly has been kept 
during this quarter millennium? The question is especially poignant for 
American conservatives, who have generally struggled to understand 
themselves philosophically. Is conservatism a doctrine about the 
conservation of timeless principles? Or is conservatism the disposition 
to conserve a distinct inheritance? The Declaration is both: it is a bold 
philosophical statement of timeless principles that have endured as a 
uniquely American inheritance.  

Those principles, however, have recently come under attack 
from “postliberal” conservative thinkers like Patrick Deneen, who see 
the principles of the Declaration as the foundational premises of a liberal 
ideology that has failed to the extent that it has succeeded.1 In recent 
work, Deneen proposes a “regime change” to right the American ship of 
state, reorienting it toward a pre-modern “common-good 
conservatism.”2 The philosophical principles of the Declaration can be 
gleaned from the famous opening sentences that follow its preamble:  

 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created 
equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 

 
1 Patrick J. Deneen, Why Liberalism Failed (Yale University Press, 2018). 
2 Patrick J. Deneen, Regime Change: Toward a Postliberal Future (Sentinel, 
2023). 
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unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the 
pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights, Governments 
are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the 
consent of the governed.3 

Although he does not discuss the Declaration in detail, Deneen interprets 
its core claims as the foundation of a broader liberal view grounded in 
Lockean individualism. This view, Deneen argues, rests on a false 
anthropology that ignores the fundamentally social and relational nature 
of human beings. Furthermore, it instantiates a conception of liberty as 
the absence of constraints, while happiness is understood subjectively as 
the satisfaction of appetites and desires. Finally, while liberalism 
appears to limit government, in practice, it ends up empowering the state 
as an agent of individualism, diminishing the ties of place and sapping 
citizens’ capacities for virtue and self-government. Taken together, 
Deneen’s critique underscores his central thesis that liberalism has failed 
because it has succeeded. 

 There is much one could dispute about Deneen’s 
characterization of the American Founding. But suppose he is right 
about the philosophy of the American regime, that it is liberal to its core. 
Should American conservatives thereby reject the Declaration? On the 
one hand, if American conservatism is fundamentally liberal in 
character, then conservatives are paradoxically seeking to conserve the 
very thing that conservatism has historically opposed. If Deneen is 
correct, this enterprise must be ultimately self-defeating. On the other 
hand, if American conservatives are not trying to conserve the 
inheritance of the Declaration and the U.S. Constitution, then neither 
“American” nor “conservative” seems an apt descriptor. For to seek an 
alternative philosophy to the American Founding is to be a radical, or 
perhaps only a reactionary.  

 This dilemma about the Founding reflects a deeper dilemma 
about the nature of conservatism itself. Is conservatism a doctrine, 
articulable in a set of philosophical principles? Or is it fundamentally a 
disposition to conserve the status quo? In Deneen’s critique, the 
Founding principles are found wanting by comparison to rival 

 
3 “The Declaration of Independence (1776),” in The American Republic: 
Primary Sources, ed. Bruce Frohnen (Liberty Fund, 2002). 
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conservative principles: rights and duties bound up with society, ancient 
liberty as self-limitation, and government oriented toward the common 
good. Yet according to conservatism, understood as a disposition, the 
Founding principles—however liberal—are nevertheless an inheritance 
to conserve. Conservatives thus appear forced to choose between a 
doctrine-first approach ready to abandon genuine inheritance and a 
disposition-first approach that risks self-defeat. 

 The way out of this dilemma, I propose, is a philosophical 
approach to conservatism that works within the inheritance of tradition. 
As I argue in Conservatism, Past and Present, philosophical 
conservatism seeks to conserve and promote the human good through 
the inheritance of tradition, subject to moral and epistemic limits.4 It 
begins in gratitude, proceeds prudently, and remains bound by humility. 
It is at once doctrinal, grounded in timeless truths about the human good, 
and dispositional, oriented toward prudent reform of what has been 
handed down. American conservatives, therefore, need not choose 
between the inheritance of the Declaration and conservative principles 
rightly understood. Rather, even if the principles of the Declaration are 
not conservative, we should preserve the regime it bequeathed while 
reorienting it toward the human good.  

“A state without the means of some change,” Edmund Burke 
writes, “is without the means of its conservation.”5 Undoubtedly, part of 
the enduring strength of the American regime has been its capacity to 
spur and absorb change without descending into the cyclical 
transformations of regimes observed by the ancients. While 
conservatives will rightly oppose particular changes, the general 
character of progress in America has taken the form of Burkean reform 
from within rather than radical rupture. Just as Burke defended the 
Glorious Revolution of 1688 as a restoration and preservation of 
England’s ancient constitution rather than an innovation, Americans can 
view themselves as trustees of an inheritance transported to these shores 
and adapted over time through a rough combination of choice and 
circumstance. As Roger Scruton reminds us, “We do not merely study 

 
4 Tristan J. Rogers, Conservatism, Past and Present: A Philosophical 
Introduction (Routledge, 2025). 
5 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790; repr., Liberty 
Fund, 1999), p. 108. 



Reason Papers Vol. 46 
 

36 
 

the past; we inherit it, and inheritance brings with it not only the rights 
of ownership, but the duties of trusteeship. Things fought for and died 
for should not be idly squandered.”6  

But if Deneen is correct that the liberal premises of the 
Declaration are self-undermining, can American conservatism amount 
to anything more than managed decline? Are American conservatives 
“beautiful losers”?7 A trustee, in this negative sense, resembles the 
caretaker of a formerly great, but depleted estate, a kind of museum or 
repository of relics without any vitality of its own. Arguably, this has 
been the fate of much of modern Europe against which America’s 
experiment in greatness has often been contrasted. Yet philosophical 
conservatism cannot rest content with mere preservation. As Burke 
recognized, there is no conservation without the means of prudent 
change. Conservatives are builders, not caretakers. 

Deneen offers one path forward by invoking the ancient concern 
with the cycle of regimes. A “regime,” in the classical sense, 
encompasses philosophical principles, governing institutions, and the 
character of the people, particularly the ruling class. Deneen, as we have 
seen, rejects the philosophical principles of the liberal regime. But he 
does not want to replace the core institutions of the American regime. 
Instead, his regime change seeks a change in the people who constitute 
the regime, that is, the ruling elite (what he calls “aristopopulism”). This 
requires a cultural renewal that works from within existing American 
institutions, traditions, and practices. It is a philosophically conservative 
approach to change.  

The prospects for any such renewal remain uncertain. Other 
paths include regime collapse, replacement by new institutions, or 
continued liberal drift. In the meantime, populist conservative energies 
may signal either the start of something new or the last gasp of 
something old. So, after 250 years, and as the Trump-era winds down, 
American conservatives face a choice. They can turn away from the 
Declaration’s principles toward a postliberal future. Alternatively, they 
may rediscover a philosophical conservatism that orients the American 

 
6 Roger Scruton, How to Be a Conservative (Bloomsbury, 2014), p. 182. 
7 Samuel Francis, Beautiful Losers: Essays on the Failure of American 
Conservatism (University of Missouri, 1994). 
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inheritance toward the human good through prudent, piecemeal reform 
and vigorous cultural renewal of family, faith, and community. At the 
very least, they can approach the task with gratitude for the goodness of 
what has been conserved—and with humility to improve it without 
squandering it.  
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Natural Rights and the American Founders 

 

Aeon J. Skoble 

Bridgewater State University 

 

The Declaration of Independence claims that people are 
“endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights” and that the 
purpose of government is to protect those rights. One question this raises 
is: What conception of rights is presupposed here?1 The Declaration 
notes that “among these” are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, 
suggesting there could be others. So, what kind of rights could this 
mean? One distinction we need to make is between rights that 
(according to the Declaration) we already have and need a government 
to protect, and rights that we don’t have until after there’s a government. 
The Declaration is referring to rights that don’t depend on government 
for their existence, rights that are conceptually prior to government. So, 
for example, voting rights cannot be that sort of right. A right to vote 
presupposes that we have a system of government in which there’s 
voting. So that’s not conceptually prior to government. But the right to 
live and be free is said to be something that is already ours and that we 
institute government to protect. So we can distinguish (1) rights that we 
need to have created a system of government for them to be established, 
from (2) rights that already exist before any governments get created.  
We can refer to (2) as “natural rights.”  

The argument in the Declaration has it that the purpose of 
creating systems of government is to protect natural rights. Minimally, 
the government must protect people’s rights to live, be free, and pursue 
happiness. This last one may seem unclear, but a little careful reasoning 

 
1 Another question this often raises is: What does “endowed by their creator” 
mean? Is it one particular deity? Is it some ecumenical conception of the divine? 
Is it a broad claim about “nature”? There’s some evidence that it’s the latter, 
but that’s orthogonal to the question I’m taking up here. 
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will clear up a lot of confusion. How shall we construe “pursuing 
happiness”? If my happiness consisted in, for example, killing other 
people or enslaving them, that could not plausibly be something the 
government must protect. It’s logically contradictory to say that Bob has 
a right to live and that Susie has a right to pursue happiness by killing 
or enslaving Bob. So we’re obliged to understand “pursuit of happiness” 
in such a way that Susie’s exercise of hers does not violate Bob’s ability 
to exercise his.2 Natural rights, then, must be understood as non-
conflicting, otherwise it would be false that we all have them by nature. 

Another useful distinction is between “positive” and “negative” 
rights. We can define positive rights as those which logically entail a 
duty of others to do or provide something, a positive duty, while defining 
negative rights as those which logically entail a duty of others of non-
interference, a negative duty. Natural rights would then have to be 
negative rights. We respect others’ rights to be free by not enslaving 
them. Positive rights would need to be established through an agreement 
of some kind. If you and I enter into an agreement under which you paint 
my house and I give you a thousand dollars, then once the house is 
painted you have a positive claim that I give you the money. You have 
a right to claim it and I have a duty to pay it. But without some 
agreement, you wouldn’t “naturally” be obligated to paint my house, nor 
I to give you a thousand dollars—either would contradict our rights to 
live and be free. 

So the Declaration’s claim that governments exist to protect 
rights must be understood as a claim that governments exist to protect 
negative, compossible rights. Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness 
were said to be “among” the rights we possess by nature, but if that’s 
true, whatever other rights we possess by nature would have to be 
logically compatible with those. There can’t logically be a right to 
violate someone’s rights. Not taking this distinction seriously can lead 

 
2 This is known as the “compossibility” condition. See, e.g., Hillel Steiner, “The 
Structure of a Set of Compossible Rights, Journal of Philosophy 74, no. 12 
(1977): pp. 767–75; Billy Christmas, “A Reformulation of the Structure of a 
Set of Compossible Rights,” The Philosophical Quarterly 69, no. 275 (2019): 
pp. 221–34. 
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to massive social conflict. Most obviously, the new nation allowed some 
people to own slaves. This is clearly contradictory to the claim that 
everyone by nature has a right to live and be free. One can’t logically 
have the right to enslave others, as this violates their rights. Laws 
prohibiting murder and theft are therefore consistent with the principles 
of the Declaration, while laws countenancing slavery are not. 

But perhaps less obviously, we have myriad other laws that are 
inconsistent with the Declaration in just the same way. We have laws 
prohibiting any number of voluntary transactions. We have laws 
forbidding certain forms of commerce. We have laws commanding the 
extraction of property or the deprivation of liberty. The rationale for 
these is that, like my contract with the house painter, they’re “really” 
consensual, because they are the outcome of government processes to 
which we consent. But this is not only false, it’s obviously false. We get 
to vote on who represents us in the legislature, but this is hardly the same 
thing as consenting to all the laws that they then pass.3  This would not 
matter if legislators were only passing legislation that protected natural 
rights. The trouble arises because they have lost sight of the distinction 
between negative and positive rights, and hence are frequently passing 
legislation that (at best) helps one constituency at the expense of another, 
or (at worst) benefits no one but people in power. According to the 
argument in the Declaration, governments ought not to be engaged in 
this type of activity at all, but only protect people’s lives and liberties. 
The problem is not new. It began almost the moment the new nation was 
born. For instance, the U.S. Constitution gives Congress a vague power 
to regulate interstate commerce, which is now the putative rationale for 
thousands of restrictions on people’s natural liberty to work and trade.  
As soon as the elision between “protecting liberty” and “making people 
do things” took hold, the problem magnified. It is not only legislators 
who ignore the distinction; many citizens don’t recognize it either, and 
have come to expect government to interfere with other people’s 

 
3 Robert Nozick famously deconstructs this myth in the “tale of the slave” 
thought experiment. See Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (Basic 
Books, 1974), pp. 290–92. 
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freedom for their own ends. The rights-protecting function of 
government is thus worn away from both directions. 

We probably cannot expect to completely remake the 
Constitution as a thoroughly rights-protecting document, but as we 
celebrate the 250th anniversary of the Declaration, it’s worth reminding 
ourselves why we even have a government in the first place, and what 
its proper limits are. 
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Timothy Sandefur. Proclaiming Liberty: John Adams, Thomas 
Jefferson, and the Declaration of Independence. Washington, 
D.C.: Cato Institute, 2026. 

 

Timothy Sandefur’s Proclaiming Liberty is engagingly written 
and enlightening in many respects. In his telling, the American 
Revolution was more than anything a dispute about political philosophy 
(p. 8). He views the Declaratory Act, which stated but did not implement 
parliamentary authority over the colonies, as the British action that did 
the most to spark the Revolution (pp. 148, 151). The victorious 
American philosophy, he says, was classical liberalism, which he 
endorses (p. 10).  

The book deserves credit for making some important points 
along the way, including the prevalence of what we would now call 
human rights claims in the revolutionaries’ rhetoric. The book also 
makes some points that remain relevant to today’s constitutional 
disputes. Sandefur shows that the Continental Congress was very much 
involved in the formation and legitimization of new elected state 
governments (pp. 249–50, 300, 307, 309). Indeed, in Pennsylvania, 
where the state authorities were against independence, John Adams and 
others fomented an alternative legislature that gradually took over (pp. 
317–18). Sandefur is also correct in arguing that judicial review was not 
a nineteenth-century innovation (p. 347). And in his final chapter he 
justifiably criticizes the 1619 Project for centering slavery in the 
American founding and for ignoring the emergence in America of a 
substantial body of opinion for the first time denouncing slavery. It is 
difficult to disagree with his view that much of the best of United States 
history involves appeals to an American identity defined in opposition 
to slavery and its legacy (p. 410).  

The book also provides a useful corrective to the notion that the 
Declaration of Independence marked a sudden change from British 
governance to rebellion. Sandefur portrays a cyclical process that led to 
the Revolution. The British asserted power, which the colonists resisted, 
leading the British to escalate, and so forth. The upshot was that, by the 
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time of the Declaration of Independence, British civil government had 
vanished in the colonies, with local legislatures and courts closed, 
leaving the colonists to improvise their own governing institutions while 
armed conflict was erupting. In that sense, the Declaration of 
Independence was simply reporting the facts on the ground, seeking to 
justify governments that had already formed and a war that had already 
broken out. 

Despite these contributions, the book is undermined as a work 
of history by its polemic drive. Like the able lawyer that he is, Sandefur 
in effect has given us a powerful brief in favor of his position that 
libertarianism was the driving force behind the Revolution. This leads 
him to discount other intellectual strands of American thinking, to 
assume that Americans were wedded to a fully worked out theory of 
natural law, and to embrace a reductionist account of motivations. There 
is much talk of human nature in the book, but one aspect of human nature 
seems to be slighted: the fact that humans are complex, apt to contain 
contradictions, and changeable. This is not to say that his account is 
inaccurate, only that it is incomplete.  

One aspect of Sandefur’s polemical bent is the neat division in 
the book between heroes and villains. Sandefur has strong opinions 
about many historical figures. He dislikes the Greek Stoics for 
advocating philanthropia (love of humanity) (p. 141). Cicero, on the 
other hand, is said to have been the ancient thinker with the greatest 
influence on Americans (p. 19). Sandefur (following Thomas Jefferson), 
views Lord Mansfield as a baleful influence on the law (p. 233), though 
many today see him as a key figure in the development of contract and 
commercial law. The other targets of Sandefur’s ire are many. They 
include Jeremy Bentham (p. 377), Edmund Burke, the Romantics, the 
Federalist Party (p. 378) (not withstanding that his paragon Adams was 
a Federalist stalwart), early twentieth-century progressives (pp. 385–
88), post-New Deal conservatives like Russell Kirk (p. 392), and 
Supreme Court Justices Antonin Scalia, Amy Coney Barrett, and 
William Rehnquist (p. 396). 

The heroes of the story, as the subtitle indicates, are Adams and 
Jefferson, who according to Sandefur were dedicated to a liberal 
individualist view that government’s only function is protecting 
property and freedom of commerce (p. 273). They are consistently 
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portrayed in a favorable light, with even mild criticism rare. Like the 
portrayal of Sandefur’s villains, the portrayal of his heroes leaves little 
room for nuance or complexity.  

Sandefur is too quick to pigeonhole historical figures as villains 
or heroes. For instance, he reviles the English Judge Lord Mansfield as 
a supporter of parliamentary supremacy but shortchanges the 
importance of Mansfield’s opinion in Sommerset’s Case,1 decided four 
years before the Declaration of Independence. There, Mansfield held 
that “the state of slavery is of such a nature, that it is incapable of being 
introduced on any reasons, moral or political,” and “so odious, that 
nothing can be suffered to support it, but positive law.” Sandefur 
contends that this statement referred only to slaves who were being 
removed from England, but that seems to me a clear misreading. Like 
the Declaration of Independence, Mansfield’s statement deeply 
influenced antebellum Republicans like Abraham Lincoln, providing a 
basis for their argument against allowing slavery into the territories.  

On the intellectual level, parliamentary supremacy is the villain 
of the book. Sandefur associates this view with legal positivism (at least 
of the Austinian variety), which he detests (p. 206). In this, he follows 
the Revolutionaries, who he says viewed parliamentary supremacy as 
inconsistent with protection of rights (p. 100). Yet, the parliamentary 
role in the colonies was not new. Parliament had passed laws dealing 
with the colonies, such as a law reserving certain trees for use as masts 
by the Navy, for decades in which there had been no serious pushback 
from Americans (p. 92).  

In the view of pre-Revolutionary Americans, the king was chief 
executive of the colonies and Great Britain (p. 176). George III is 
portrayed as a particular villain because of his adherence to 
parliamentary supremacy (p. 31). The Declaration attributes all the 
abuses of English colonial policy to the king. This was unfounded. 
While George III had a great deal of political influence, he had no ability 
to set himself against Parliament. The colonists’ view that the king had 
an independent constitutional role (p. 328) was an anachronism. Their 
anger that the king went along with Parliament (p. 260), was seemingly 
misplaced given political realities in eighteenth-century England. As 

 
1 Somerset v. Stewart 98 ER 499 (1772).  
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Sandefur observes, the whole point of the 1688 Glorious Revolution was 
that the king had no constitutional power to override Parliament (pp. 
209, 213).  

And in any event, it does not appear that either the king or 
Parliament was pursuing a coherent strategy against the colonies. The 
Declaration of Independence portrays English abuses as “having in 
direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these 
States.” But there was no master plan. Although Sandefur sees the seeds 
of dictatorial control in British policy, he also concedes that no coherent 
strategy governed British policy, given that American affairs received 
only fitful attention (pp. 41–42). Instead, British policy “ended up being 
a patchwork of measures, often ill-considered, sometimes expressed in 
bold language, but carelessly enforced or completely ignored” (p. 43). 

Sandefur argues persuasively that natural law was a substantial 
presence in the arguments that Americans made during the 
Revolutionary era, so its prominence in the Declaration of Independence 
should be no surprise. This is an important point. However, Adams, 
Jefferson, and their American contemporaries were not philosophic 
theorists, and their espousal of these principles did not prevent them 
from relying on other political theories.  

According to Sandefur, “virtually all Americans believed in the 
Lockean natural law theory” (p. 304). It is difficult to know what 
empirical basis might exist for this sweeping claim, even if we limit it 
to literate white Americans. It seems to attribute quite a bit of 
philosophical sophistication to ordinary Americans to say that they not 
only believed in inalienable rights but in a very specific version of that 
concept, which led them to reject all other ideas about government. 

In any event, if Americans believed in Lockean theory, this did 
not necessarily preclude their belief in other theories. Natural rights 
theory is in clear opposition to utilitarianism, but there is little evidence 
that Americans of the Revolutionary period rejected the view that 
government should promote the general welfare, a phrase that would 
later be used in the U.S. Constitution thirteen years after the Declaration. 
Jefferson, whose beliefs were probably the closest to libertarianism, still 
viewed as one of his greatest achievements the founding of the 
University of Virginia, which to this day is often referred to as “Mr. 
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Jefferson’s University.”2 This obviously went beyond the scope of the 
nightwatchman state.  

Other thinkers referenced by Sandefur also seemed inclined 
toward a view of government that was broader than merely the defense 
of property rights. For instance, Cicero, who Sandefur views as the 
ancient figure who most influenced the founding generation, held that 
while pirates seek only to enrich themselves, legitimate rulers seek the 
public good (p. 19). This description of Cicero’s views, and a variety of 
references to the common good by figures such as Adams (p. 22), sound 
as much concerned with the public’s welfare as its rights. The 
Declaration itself accuses the king of vetoing “Laws, the most 
wholesome and necessary for the public good.” It also accuses him of 
not allowing the colonies to “pass Laws of immediate and pressing 
importance” and “other Laws for the accommodation of large districts 
of people.” Perhaps it is possible to reinterpret this language in 
libertarian terms, but it is most naturally read as welfarist. To Americans 
of the time, the public good connoted civic republican virtue and 
individual sacrifice for the public interest.3 

As Sandefur acknowledges, traditional English rights like jury 
trial also figured heavily in Revolutionary-era rhetoric. Samuel Adams, 
for instance, said that “the most essential rights of British subjects are 
those of being represented in the same body which exercises the power 
of levying taxes upon them, and of having their property tried by juries. 
These are the very pillars of the British Constitution, founded in the 
common rights of mankind” (p. 38). Although Sandefur does not use 
this language, he portrays colonial American lawyers as believers in 
what we would now call Britain’s unwritten constitution (p. 44), which 
they tended to identify with natural law. As late as 1774, the Continental 
Congress invoked the “immutable laws of nature” side-by-side with the 
“principles of the English constitution” and the terms of the colonial 
charters (p. 251).  

 
2 John Meacham, Thomas Jefferson: The Art of Power (Random House, 2013), 
pp. 468–70. 
3 Gordon S. Wood, The Creation of the American Republic, 1776–1787, 2nd 
ed. (University of North Carolina Press, 1998), pp. 53, 611.  
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By 1776, Sandefur says, Americans had abandoned any effort 
to assert their rights as Englishmen (p. 326). Given that the Declaration 
was aimed at the wider world (p. 323), the shift might represent not a 
change in views but a change in audiences. The French, for instance, 
would have been unlikely to be moved by references to peculiarly 
English rights. Given that many of the abuses listed in the Constitution 
involved violation of specifically English practices such as jury trial, a 
link to human rights might have seemed advisable to lend force to the 
argument.  

In any event, trying to distinguish between a belief in traditional 
English rights and natural law may attribute a level of intellectual clarity 
to most Americans that probably did not exist then (or now). As 
Sandefur says, it is difficult to distinguish between invocations of 
English tradition and natural law because many Americans drew little 
distinction (p. 326). And after Independence, Americans reaffirmed 
their allegiance to the common law: The Seventh Amendment, for 
instance, defines the right to jury trial in civil cases in terms of the 
common law as it then stood.  

And then there is nationalism. Sandefur refers to the advocates 
of independence, as they referred to themselves, as Patriots. That in itself 
is telling. The Declaration was issued “in the Name, and by Authority 
of the good People of these Colonies.” It frames independence not as an 
escape from English governance, but rather as “one people” dissolving 
its political bonds with another, a collectivist framing that is it odds with 
Sandefur’s staunch individualism. The colonies purported to secede as 
political entities, not as individuals, and that clearly left no room for 
individuals who preferred to maintain their ties to the English 
government. The people as collectivity were seceding from the British 
Empire, notwithstanding the views of individuals. Loyalists were 
involuntarily dragged along by Independence and punished if they 
resisted. As the war progressed, the Patriots confiscated Loyalists’ 
estates and sold them to raise funds for the war effort, including a bill of 
attainder drafted by Jefferson himself (p. 364).  

The tension between natural law theory and real-world actions 
was nowhere greater than regarding slavery. Sandefur defends the 
Revolutionaries against the accusation of hypocrisy by arguing that their 
willingness to concede the moral wrongness of slavery was a real 
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breakthrough (p. 189). While I think he’s right about that, their 
attachment to libertarian precepts was notably flexible. Jefferson, who 
thought slavery immoral in the abstract, never freed his slaves except for 
the Hemmings family with whom he had children. He and others had 
quickly tempered their public criticisms of slavery, having learned that 
outright attacks on slavery were political suicide (p. 191). And clearly 
not all Americans shared this moral opposition to slavery. For instance, 
representatives of South Carolina and Georgia bitterly opposed any 
language that might cast doubt on the righteousness of slavery in general 
and the slave trade in particular (p. 369).  

Perhaps all this is belaboring the obvious. Neither ordinary 
people nor political leaders are first and foremost political philosophers. 
Only a minority attempt to hold themselves consistently to explicit 
political theories. To assume that all Americans hewed rigorously to a 
specific philosophical view is as unrealistic in terms of Jefferson’s era 
as Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s or Ronald Reagan’s. Americans did not 
need that degree of philosophical rigor to support Independence, 
because considerations such as natural law, traditional legal norms, and 
public welfare all pointed in the same direction.  

While Proclaiming Liberty may be flawed as a work of history, 
perhaps this is the wrong standard to apply. The book contains hints that 
the author’s project was different from that of a historian. In discussing 
a work on colonial history by Thomas Jefferson, Sandefur says Jefferson 
was not really engaged in writing history. Instead, “he was offering a 
historically informed legal argument about the nature of the connection 
between America and Great Britain—one he admitted was radical even 
at the time, but which was well-grounded in the facts.” He continues: 
“Historians may quibble about details, but constitutional thinking is an 
exercise in crafting narratives that normalize history—that is, that draw 
the facts together within a normative framework” (pp. 237–39). 
Critiquing the 1619 Project near the end of the book, Sandefur speaks of 
“foundings” (of nations) as legal fictions that are “necessarily spoken of 
in metaphor, ritual, and symbolism” (p. 403). 

This is a view of historical narrative that may fit uncomfortably 
with Sandefur’s embrace of empiricism. It is not one that Sandefur 
explicitly embraces for his own book. Yet it fits well with many features 
of the book: its one-sided portrayal of historical figures, its editorial 
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interventions to praise or criticize various texts, and its relentless 
insistence on political philosophy as the driver of its events (with a 
specific form of libertarianism as the deserved winner). 

While it is not likely to win accolades from professional 
historians, the book appears in a different light if we view it as an 
exercise in deploying historical evidence to support a normative vision, 
as the Declaration itself did. If the goal is to provide libertarians with 
their own version of America’s founding rather than to engage in purely 
historical scholarship, the book may well succeed in its effort. While 
I’ve argued that Proclaiming Liberty is too reductionist in several ways, 
it does identify an influential strand of thought in the Revolutionary era. 
Despite its lack of nuance, the narrative is sufficiently tethered to reality 
to be persuasive to a receptive audience. Still, we should not confuse the 
tidiness of a legal brief with the messiness of historical events.  

 

Daniel A. Farber    

University of California, Berkeley 
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Robert Begley. Voices of Reason: Lessons for Liberty’s Leaders. 
Oceanside, CA: Indie Books International, 2025. 

 

Robert Begley’s Voices of Reason: Lessons for Liberty’s 
Leaders arrives at a particularly critical moment for the American liberty 
movement. In this compact but rich guide (204 pages), Begley—a 
skilled speaking coach and moral character mentor—argues that the 
ability to speak boldly, with clarity and conviction, is not merely an 
optional leadership skill, but a moral imperative for anyone committed 
to defending liberty. The book marries classical rhetorical theory with 
lessons drawn from historical figures whose commitment to freedom 
was inseparable from their power as orators. For the serious freedom-
oriented leader, Voices of Reason is something of a frontline manual in 
public discourse: a toolkit for moral persuasion, personal courage, and 
principled action. 

Begley’s thesis is deceptively simple: too many voices of liberty 
remain silent or ineffective because they lack the skill or confidence to 
communicate powerfully. But mastering Aristotle’s rhetorical pillars—
ethos, logos, and pathos—combined with disciplined self-knowledge 
and historical practice, enables leaders to become “voices of reason” 
who can persuade under pressure, resist cowardice, and inspire action. 
This is not a theoretical treatise, but a how-to guide deeply rooted in 
moral purpose. 

Voices of Reason is structured around a five-step process that 
integrates self-reflection, classical rhetorical theory, historical 
exemplars, coaching, and long-term impact. Begley begins by 
diagnosing common obstacles that inhibit effective public speaking: fear 
of judgment, lack of clarity, internal self-doubt, and the vulnerability of 
being “heard” for what one truly believes. These are not superficial, but 
deeply moral concerns. Speaking up for liberty often means raising 
one’s voice against powerful norms or entrenched interests. 

Drawing on Aristotle’s classical theory found in his Rhetoric, 
Begley emphasizes three pillars of persuasion. First is ethos, or character 
/ credibility. Persuasion starts from who you are. Second is logos, or 
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logic. Your message must be structured, rational, and coherent. Third is 
pathos, or emotional resonance. You must connect emotionally with 
your audience, tapping into their values, hopes, and fears. 

The book devotes a chapter each to seven orators / leaders who 
exemplify how to speak for liberty: Patrick Henry, Abraham Lincoln, 
Frederick Douglass, Winston Churchill, Martin Luther King, Jr., Ayn 
Rand, and Magatte Wade. Begley analyzes not just their great speeches, 
but the moral contexts, strategic choices, and rhetorical frameworks that 
made them effective. 

Recognizing that speaking well is a skill, not just a gift, Begley 
provides practical exercises, self-reflection prompts, and a mindset for 
continuous improvement. He encourages readers to develop their voice 
through deliberate practice, feedback, and mentorship. 

Finally, he argues that speaking is not an end in itself but a 
means to long-term change, so it is important to focus on the enduring 
impact of your words. The goal is to cultivate a sustaining voice—one 
that consistently promotes liberty, influences public discourse, and leads 
others toward reasoned action. 

Begley’s book offers several important and timely contributions 
to the liberty literature. One of the most compelling aspects of Voices of 
Reason is how it treats public speaking not merely as a pragmatic tool 
but as a moral virtue. Begley does not reduce persuasion to 
manipulation; instead, he frames it in the context of moral leadership. 
Speaking for freedom requires standing firm in one’s convictions, even 
at personal cost. It’s where moral courage meets practical skills. This is 
deeply resonant for a movement that often faces not just intellectual 
opposition, but social, institutional, and financial pressure. 

By rooting his framework in Aristotle’s ethos, logos, and 
pathos, Begley brings powerful classical insight into a modern 
leadership context. For too long, the liberty literature has emphasized 
argument—logic—to the neglect of character (ethos) and emotional 
resonance (pathos). Begley restores balance, reminding readers that to 
persuade effectively, one’s character must be credible, one’s message 
rational, and one’s heart connected to one’s audience. 
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Begley’s choice of seven “magnificent” leaders is smart and 
strategically varied. He does not limit himself to classical thinkers or 
purely political figures. His selection spans abolitionists (Frederick 
Douglass), human-rights leaders (Martin Luther King, Jr.), political 
statesmen (Churchill), philosophers (Ayn Rand), and even a 
contemporary entrepreneur (Magatte Wade). This breadth allows 
different readers across the liberty movement and various domains of 
expertise to find models they resonate with, and it demonstrates that 
liberty-speaking is not a one-size-fits-all practice. 

Moreover, the analysis of these figures is not superficial. Begley 
explores not just their most famous speeches but also their character, the 
moral stakes they faced, and the rhetorical strategies they used. This 
provides both inspiration and a practical template for readers who wish 
to emulate them. 

Begley does not leave the reader in the realm of lofty ideals. He 
offers clear, actionable guidance with exercises, self-reflection 
questions, and structured processes for overcoming fear, building one’s 
voice, and crafting speeches. For instance, he encourages identifying 
one’s core fears, practicing small-scale speaking, getting feedback, and 
iterating. The practical orientation makes Voices of Reason both 
conceptually inspiring and a genuine handbook for empowerment. 

Begley emphasizes that speaking well is not just about short-
term wins (e.g., delivering a single speech). Having a long-term impact 
requires building a voice that endures, resonates, and leads. In a time 
when many leaders in the liberty movement are focused on rapid policy 
wins or quick media hits, his long-game orientation is refreshing. He 
calls for disciplined growth, ongoing coaching, and a commitment to 
consistent moral persuasion. 

While Begley’s Voices of Reason is commendable in many 
respects, I have some concerns and questions. While Begley’s use of 
Aristotelian ethos, logos, and pathos is effective as a rhetorical tool, the 
philosophical underpinnings could be developed more fully. The book 
stops short of deeply engaging with philosophical theories of virtue, 
moral psychology, or the nature of character. For a reader interested in 
the grounding of why ethos matters, or how character formation 
integrates with moral theory, Voices of Reason could benefit from a 
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somewhat richer philosophical framing of character and moral courage. 
There are hints of ethical argument—for instance, Begley emphasizes 
the integrity required to speak truth to power—but these are not 
developed in depth. 

A more philosophically ambitious version might link virtue 
ethics, moral courage, and the public good more explicitly, situating 
speaking not just as a skill but as part of a virtuous life. For example, 
how does one cultivate the kind of moral character that underpins 
persuasive ethos? What role do psychological biases or cognitive 
dissonance play when one speaks for controversial values? Begley’s 
practical coaching is valuable, but some readers may also want the 
philosophical scaffolding. 

Closely related to the previous point, one might worry that the 
rhetorical tools Begley offers could be used instrumentally, that is, by 
people who care more about persuasion than about the truth or the cause. 
While Begley is clearly motivated by moral purpose, the techniques he 
teaches (structure, emotional resonance, historical examples) might be 
co-opted by less scrupulous actors. 

This raises a normative question: Does the book do enough to 
guard against manipulation? Speakers trained in persuasive rhetoric can 
sway audiences in the wrong direction just as easily as the right one. 
Begley emphasizes virtue and integrity, but perhaps a stronger 
discussion of the ethical boundaries of persuasion, or “persuasion 
guardrails,” would strengthen the book. For instance, when is emotional 
appeal inappropriate? How should a liberty-oriented speaker balance 
persuasion with respect for individual autonomy and rational consent? 

Begley’s roster of historical exemplars reflects a deliberately 
broad understanding of the liberty movement. His selections range from 
revolutionary figures such as Patrick Henry to modern advocates such 
as Magatte Wade, and include statesmen, activists, and philosophers. 
This wide scope allows readers with diverse intellectual and political 
backgrounds to find models they resonate with, though some readers 
may wish for a more explicit discussion of how these figures relate to 
one another within the broader philosophical landscape of liberty. 
Begley’s focus, however, remains squarely on rhetorical leadership 
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rather than ideological taxonomy, and the historical portraits serve 
primarily as case studies in moral persuasion. 

Also, Begley’s target audience—“liberty leaders”—is 
somewhat vague. Does he mean activists, entrepreneurs, political 
candidates, grassroots organizers, or intellectuals? The book often 
addresses “leaders” in general, but the level of ambition and the depth 
of rhetorical and historical investigation may make parts of it feel less 
accessible to beginners or newcomers to public speaking. For readers 
who are entirely new to public speaking, some sections—particularly 
the detailed analyses of historical speeches—may feel more demanding 
than the book’s coaching framework elsewhere suggests. 

Conversely, for very experienced orators, some of the advice 
may feel basic or already familiar. While Begley includes coaching tools 
and self-reflection exercises, readers who are already practiced may 
crave more advanced techniques or discussions of crisis rhetoric, mass 
movement communication, or digital persuasion. 

In addition, Begley emphasizes long-term impact, but the book 
could more thoroughly address how to measure and sustain that impact. 
He encourages continuous practice and feedback, but he does not offer 
clear metrics or systems for evaluating one’s growth as a speaker. Nor 
does he provide a roadmap for sustaining engagement or building a 
movement around one’s voice. Liberty leaders may need to know: How 
do I assess whether my speeches are influencing my audience? How do 
I avoid burnout or plateauing? How do I build an audience without 
compromising my message? Begley gestures at these concerns, but more 
concrete guidance (e.g., case studies, examples of how real leaders track 
progress) would make his long-game strategy more actionable. 

Despite these critiques, Voices of Reason is, in my judgment, a 
highly significant contribution to the body of liberty-focused literature. 
The classical liberal movement often emphasizes policy, theory, and 
economics, while less often emphasizing the art of persuasion. Begley’s 
book fills an underexplored but essential gap: how to communicate 
moral ideas effectively, especially when they challenge entrenched 
power. 

By framing speaking as a moral leadership task, Begley helps 
cultivate not just communicators, but moral agents who can stand for 
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truth, reason, and character. That kind of leadership is desperately 
needed in a polarized political environment. 

For those who aspire to be public intellectuals, grassroots 
organizers, or movement-builders, the exercises and historical lessons 
offer a very practical curriculum. This isn’t just inspiration; it is training. 

Begley’s insistence on long-term impact sets his work apart. He 
does not promise quick media fame; he promotes sustained influence. 
That aligns well with a principled liberty strategy rather than 
opportunistic activism. His choice of historical figures also allows him 
to reach across ideological boundaries as part of this strategy. Readers 
attracted by Patrick Henry’s revolution, Lincoln’s union, King’s justice, 
or Rand’s individualism can all find something to learn. That potentially 
makes the book a bridge for cross-movement dialogue and persuasion—
exactly what many liberty-minded leaders should seek. 

Robert Begley’s Voices of Reason: Lessons for Liberty’s 
Leaders is an urgently needed manual for principled public persuasion. 
In an era when many voices for liberty are embattled, marginalized, or 
muffled by fear, Begley offers a moral and technical roadmap for 
speaking with clarity, courage, and conviction. 

The book’s greatest strength lies in its integration of character 
(ethos), logic (logos), and emotional resonance (pathos), rooted in both 
classical tradition and the experience of historical orators who shaped 
liberty’s trajectory. Begley does not romanticize eloquence; he 
acknowledges the fears and moral risks of speaking out, and he offers 
tools to overcome them. At the same time, the book would be 
strengthened by deeper philosophical engagement, more rigorous 
guardrails against manipulation, and a more detailed framework for 
assessing long-term impact.  

Still, Voices of Reason is a vital contribution. It is not just a book 
for public speakers, but a call to moral leadership. For those who care 
about individual liberty, social persuasion, and principled change, 
Begley’s work is a powerful invitation: not merely to speak, but to speak 
with reason, purpose, and courage. This book is highly recommended 
for emerging and established leaders of liberty who want to hone their 
voice, sustain their influence, and communicate truth with moral force. 
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For the classical liberal intellectual community, it provides a valuable 
framework for building persuasion as a foundational virtue. 

 

Francisco Villalobos 

Independent Scholar 

 

 

 

 


	REASON PAPERS
	A Journal of Interdisciplinary Normative Studies
	Vol. 46 – Summer 2026
	a. Natural Rights as Expressions of Natural Moral Law
	b. The Pursuit of Happiness
	c. Rights as Ethical Metanorms
	d. Misconceptions about the Declaration


