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Undermining the Principles of the Declaration of Independence

By Michael J. Chapman

“Natural rights and natural liberties exist only in
the kingdom of mythological social zoology.””
-John Dewey, 1935

The debate over Minnesota’s Social Studies
standards is a continuation of the battle between those
who seek to preserve America by passing on
America’s Founding principles contained in the
Declaration of Independence, and those who believe
it’s time to move on.

The Declaration principles include: National
Sovereignty; Natural Law; Self-Evident Truths;
Equality before God; Creator-Given Unalienable
Rights (including life, liberty, and property); Limited
Government whose primary purpose is to secure those
rights; and Government by the Consent of the
Governed. Unfortunately, there are many people in
education and government who do not believe in these
principles and so wish to exclude them from the new
social studies standards in Minnesota.

For example, Senator Steve Kelley — Chairman of
the Education Committee, said that: “The Declaration
of Independence has no legal status in defining
people’s rights and privileges.”? However, the
Declaration of Independence is repeatedly cited by the
U.S. Supreme Court as part of the fundamental law of
the United States of America. *> Thankfully, the citizen
committee writing the new standards saw the wisdom
of including the Declaration principles in direct
opposition to the radical views of Senator Kelley.

The inclusion, however, has sparked debate over
the relevance of the Declaration of Independence in
founding our nation and defining contemporary
America. One such “expert” weighing in was Erich
Martel, a social studies teacher from Washington D.C.,
who writes for the Fordham Foundation and Achieve,
Inc. He criticized the standards and called it an
“historical error” to include the Declaration of
Independence among “America’s founding documents
that outline [citizens’] rights... " This view of Martel
is not only wrong, it is a radical position.

America’s founders saw this matter differently
than do Kelly and Martel. Constitutional scholar,
Harry V. Jaffa, explains:

The principles laid down at the birth of the republic
on July 4, 1776, are manifestly what the Founders
meant to implement, since Madison himself, the
Father of the Constitution, held that the Declaration
was "the fundamental act of union of the States.”
[From: The Writings of James Madison]| That is to
say, it was the first lawful instrument by which to
illuminate the constitutional principles of the
American  union. The implications of the
fundamental law of the union are too often ignored
by constitutional scholars who, nevertheless,
cannot deny that the Declaration is placed at the
head of the statutes-at-large of the United States
Code, and is described herein as one of the
"organic" [p.5] laws of the United States.’
(Emphasis added)

On April 30th, 1789, during the celebration of the
“Jubilee of the Constitution,” John Quincy Adams
explained the vital relationship between the
Constitution and the Declaration of Independence by
saying:

“The virtue which had been infused into the
Constitution of the United States... was no other
than...those abstract principles which had been
first  proclaimed in the Declaration of
Independence — namely, the self-evident truths of
the natural and unalienable rights of man...and the
sovereignty of the people, always subordinate to a
rule of right and wrong, and always responsible to
the Supreme Ruler of the universe for the rightful
exercise of that sovereign...power. This was the
platform upon which the Constitution of the United
States had been erected.”® (Emphasis added)

That is, the principles described in the
Declaration of Independence form the foundation for
the Constitution.

Another indication of this important truth is found
in several of the State Enabling Acts, which included
the assurance that: “The constitution, when formed,
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shall be republican, and not repugnant to the
Constitution of the United States and the principles of
the Declaration of Independence.””

What is the real issue here? There is no
question that the founders of our nations saw the
Declaration principles as the foundation for both our

Constitution in particular and for our nation in general.

Why would anyone want to dispute that fact? The
reason is because they oppose the principles
themselves. They want to remove national
sovereignty, self-evident truths, inalienable rights and
the like from the standards. These individuals do not
subscribe to the fundamental principles of our nation,
and they are adamantly opposed to having them taught
to our children.

In his criticism of the new standards, Erich Martel
described the Declaration of Independence as a
“propaganda piece” used simply to gain support for
the war. Again, this is in stark contrast to historic
truth. On July 4™, 1821, John Quincy Adams said:

“The Declaration of Independence proclaimed the

first principles on which civil government is
founded, and derived from them the justification
before Earth and Heaven, of this act of
sovereignty.”®

In other words, separation from England was
justified because the King violated certain principles
of a higher authority than civil government. Our
founders believed these principles were timeless truths
that applied to all people and governments at all times.
Sir William Blackstone, writer of the Commentaries
on the Laws of England, whom Jefferson quoted in the
Declaration of Independence, explained this concept in
his definition of “Natural Law:”

“As man depends absolutely upon his Maker for
everything, it is necessary that he should in all
points conform to his Maker’s will. This will of his
Maker is called the Law of Nature. ...This law of
nature...dictated by God Himself, is of course
superior in obligation to any other. It is binding
over all the globe in all countries, and at all times:
no human laws are of any validity, if contrary to
this.”® (Emphasis added)

Nevertheless, one of the standards removed during
the closed-door writing of the third draft, was a
reference to Lincoln’s understanding that the
Declaration principles were “universal and applicable
to all people at all times.”"® That concept is now
entirely missing from the standards. In stark
opposition to the education radicals, this is what

President Abraham Lincoln believed:

“[The Founders] erected a beacon to guide their
children, and their children’s children.... They
established these great self-evident truths
that...their posterity might look up again to the
Declaration of Independence and take courage to
renew that battle which their fathers began, so that
truth and justice and mercy and all the humane and
Christian virtues might not be extinguished from
the land. ...Come back to the truths that are in the
Declaration of Independence.” "

Which do you want taught to our children: The
radical view of Senator Kelley and Erich Martel, or the
pro-America’s founding-principles view of Abraham
Lincoln? Merely being true to our history requires that
we side with Lincoln.
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