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President Coolidge delivered this speech on the 150th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence.
Rejecting Progressivism root and branch, he defends Americas founding principles.
Jury 5, 1926
....When we come to examine the action of the Continental Congress in adopting the Declaration of
Independence in the light of what was set out in that great document and in the light of succeeding
events, we can not escape the conclusion that it had a much broader and deeper significance than a mere
secession of territory and the establishment of a new nation. Events of that nature have been taking place
since the dawn of history. One empire after another has arisen, only to crumble away as its constituent
parts separated from each other and set up independent governments of their own. Such actions long ago
became commonplace. They have occurred too often to hold the attention of the world and command the
admiration and reverence of humanity. There is something beyond the establishment of a new nation, great
as that event would be, in the Declaration of Independence which has ever since caused it to be regarded
as one of the great charters that not only was to liberate America but was everywhere to ennoble humanity.

It was not because it was proposed to establish a new nation, but because it was proposed to establish a
nation on new principles, that July 4, 1776, has come to be regarded as one of the greatest days in history.
Great ideas do not burst upon the world unannounced. They are reached by a gradual development over a
length of time usually proportionate to their importance. This is especially true of the principles laid down
in the Declaration of Independence. Three very definite propositions were set out in its preamble regarding
the nature of mankind and therefore of government. These were the doctrine that all men are created equal,
that they are endowed with certain inalienable rights, and that therefore the source of the just powers of
government must be derived from the consent of the governed.

If no one is to be accounted as born into a superior station, if there is to be no ruling class, and if all
possess rights which can neither be bartered away nor taken from them by any earthly power, it follows as a
matter of course that the practical authority of the Government has to rest on the consent of the governed.
While these principles were not altogether new in political action, and were very far from new in political
speculation, they had never been assembled before and declared in such a combination. But remarkable as
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this may be, it is not the chief distinction of the Declaration of Independence. The importance of political
speculation is not to be underestimated, as I shall presently disclose. Until the idea is developed and the
plan made there can be no action.

It was the fact that our Declaration of Independence containing these immortal truths was the political
action of a duly authorized and constituted representative public body in its sovereign capacity, supported
by the force of general opinion and by the armies of Washington already in the field, which makes it the
most important civil document in the world. It was not only the principles declared, but the fact that
therewith a new nation was born which was to be founded upon those principles and which from that
time forth in its development has actually maintained those principles, that makes this pronouncement an
incomparable event in the history of government. It was an assertion that a people had arisen determined
to make every necessary sacrifice for the support of these truths and by their practical application bring the
War of Independence to a successful conclusion and adopt the Constitution of the United States with all
that it has meant to civilization....

No one can examine this record and escape the conclusion that in the great outline of its principles the
Declaration was the result of the religious teachings of the preceding period. The profound philosophy
which Jonathan Edwards applied to theology, the popular preaching of George Whitefield, had aroused the
thought and stirred the people of the Colonies in preparation for this great event. No doubt the speculations
which had been going on in England, and especially on the Continent, lent their influence to the general
sentiment of the times. Of course, the world is always influenced by all the experience and all the thought
of the past. But when we come to a contemplation of the immediate conception of the principles of human
relationship which went into the Declaration of Independence we are not required to extend our search
beyond our own shores. They are found in the texts, the sermons, and the writings of the early colonial
clergy who were earnestly undertaking to instruct their congregations in the great mystery of how to live.
They preached equality because they believed in the fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man. They
justified freedom by the text that we are all created in the divine image, all partakers of the divine spirit.

Placing every man on a plane where he acknowledged no superiors, where no one possessed any right to
rule over him, he must inevitably choose his own rulers through a system of self-government. This was
their theory of democracy. In those days such doctrines would scarcely have been permitted to flourish and
spread in any other country. This was the purpose which the fathers cherished. In order that they might have
freedom to express these thoughts and opportunity to put them into action, whole congregations with their
pastors had migrated to the colonies. These great truths were in the air that our people breathed. Whatever
else we may say of it, the Declaration of Independence was profoundly American....

About the Declaration there is a finality that is exceedingly restful. It is often asserted that the world has
made a great deal of progress since 1770, that we have had new thoughts and new experiences which have
given us a great advance over the people of that day, and that we may therefore very well discard their
conclusions for something more modern. But that reasoning can not be applied to this great charter. If all
men are created equal, that is final. If they are endowed with inalienable rights, that is final. If governments
derive their just powers from the consent of the governed, that is final. No advance, no progress can be made
beyond these propositions. If anyone wishes to deny their truth or their soundness, the only direction in
which he can proceed historically is not forward, but backward toward the time when there was no equality,
no rights of the individual, no rule of the people. Those who wish to proceed in that direction can not lay
claim to progress. They are reactionary. Their ideas are not more modern, but more ancient, than those of
the Revolutionary fathers....

No other theory is adequate to explain or comprehend the Declaration of Independence. It is the product of
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the spiritual insight of the people. We live in an age of science and of abounding accumulation of material
things. These did not create our Declaration. Our Declaration created them. The things of the spirit come
first. Unless we cling to that, all our material prosperity, overwhelming though it may appear, will turn to
a barren scepter in our grasp. If we are to maintain the great heritage which has been bequeathed to us, we
must be like-minded as the fathers who created it. We must not sink into a pagan materialism. We must
cultivate the reverence which they had for the things that are holy. We must follow the spiritual and moral
leadership which they showed. We must keep replenished, that they may glow with a more compelling
flame, the altar fires before which they worshipped.
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