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            What Are We Celebrating?

          

        

      

    

    
      On July 4, 2026, the United States will commemorate 250 years since the adoption of the Declaration of Independence. There will be flags. There will be speeches. There will be fireworks illuminating the night.

      But perhaps the most meaningful way to honor this anniversary is not merely to celebrate what the nation has been. It is to remember what the nation promised to become. The Declaration carried words of astonishing moral power:

      
        
        All people are created equal.

      

        

      
        Human beings possess rights that cannot rightfully be taken from them.

      

        

      
        Governments receive their legitimate power from the consent of the governed.

      

      

      

      These ideas did not instantly make the United States free or equal. They did not end slavery. They did not protect the sovereignty of the Indigenous nations already living upon this continent. They did not grant women political equality. They did not prevent wealth and power from concentrating in the hands of a few.

      
        
        They were not an accomplishment.

      

        

      
        They were a promise.

      

      

      Two hundred and fifty years later, the question before us is not whether the United States has perfectly fulfilled that promise.

      
        
        It has not.

      

      

      The question is whether we still possess the courage to fulfill it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            A Nation Did Not Begin on Empty Land

          

        

      

    

    
      The history of the United States did not begin when Europeans arrived. Before there was a United States, there were already nations here. There were governments, confederacies, laws, trade routes, languages, ceremonies, agricultural systems, systems of diplomacy, and sophisticated understandings of how human communities might live together. The continent was not empty.

      It was inhabited, named, loved, governed, cultivated, and remembered. Indigenous peoples were not standing outside American history, waiting for the nation to begin. They were already making history.

      The United States was formed through encounters with Indigenous nations—sometimes through diplomacy and learning, but too often through warfare, broken treaties, forced removal, cultural destruction, and the taking of land. To tell the American story without Indigenous peoples is not simply incomplete. It is untrue.

      At the 250th anniversary, we must resist the temptation to begin the story with ships arriving from Europe. We must begin with the peoples who were already here. We must say their names.

      We must acknowledge their sovereignty. We must recognize that they are not vanished peoples belonging to the past. They are living nations, living cultures, and living communities.

      
        
        They are still here.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            The Great Law of Peace

          

        

      

    

    
      Long before the thirteen British colonies attempted to unite, the nations of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy had created a durable union under what is known as the Great Law of Peace. The Confederacy brought previously warring nations together beneath the symbolic shelter of the Great Tree of Peace. Each nation retained its own identity and responsibilities while participating in a larger council.

      The system valued deliberation, balance, unity, and responsibility to the whole. Leaders were expected to consider not only their own interests but the welfare of the people and the generations yet to come. Clan Mothers held the authority to select and remove certain leaders. Political power was not understood only as command from above. It was held within a web of relationships, duties, and accountability.

      European colonists encountered this functioning confederation of nations. Benjamin Franklin printed accounts of Haudenosaunee political speeches, participated in diplomacy with Indigenous leaders, and urged the British colonies to form a union of their own. He and other colonial leaders saw that independent nations could join together for common purposes without entirely surrendering their individual identities.

      The American system did not simply copy the Great Law of Peace. European political philosophy, British law, classical republicanism, colonial experience, and many other influences contributed to the country’s founding documents.

      But neither should the Haudenosaunee contribution be erased. The founders did not develop their ideas in an intellectual wilderness.

      They lived beside an Indigenous confederacy that had already demonstrated the possibility of unity among distinct nations.

      
        
        America learned on Native ground.

      

        

      
        Some of what it learned came from Native minds.
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            The Labor Beneath the Liberty

          

        

      

    

    
      The words of the Declaration proclaimed liberty. But much of the wealth supporting the new nation was produced by people who had been denied their own. Millions of Africans were kidnapped, trafficked across the Atlantic, sold, separated from their families, and forced to labor for the enrichment of others.

      They cultivated tobacco, rice, indigo, sugar, and cotton. They raised livestock, cleared forests, cooked meals, tended children, constructed buildings, practiced trades, and sustained households. Their labor enriched plantation owners, merchants, financiers, institutions, and governments.

      Enslaved people labored in the households and upon the estates of prominent founders. Their work helped maintain the lives of men who spoke publicly of liberty while privately claiming ownership over other human beings. This contradiction was not a small flaw at the edges of the American experiment. It was built into the nation’s economic and political foundations.

      The Constitution permitted slavery to continue. It increased the political power of slaveholding states through the counting of enslaved people for representation while denying those same people citizenship, freedom, and the vote. The prosperity of the young republic cannot be separated from the labor of enslaved Africans and their descendants. Yet African Americans were never merely victims of American history.

      They were also among its most persistent creators of freedom. They resisted enslavement. They escaped.

      They preserved families, faiths, music, knowledge, memory, and hope. They built communities, founded schools, organized movements, served in wars, wrote, preached, litigated, marched, sang, taught, and demanded that the United States become accountable to its own declared principles. Again and again, Black Americans carried the words of the Declaration back to the nation and asked:

      
        
        Do these truths include us?

      

      

      The answer written into the Declaration should always have been “yes.” The answer delivered by the country was too often “no.” The struggle of Black Americans helped move that answer closer to yes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            The Declaration’s Unfinished Sentence

          

        

      

    

    
      “We hold these truths to be self-evident.” It may be the most recognizable beginning in American civic life. But the sentence remains unfinished—not grammatically, but morally. Who did “we” include in 1776?

      Who does it include now? The men who approved the Declaration did not create its promise from nothing. Ideas of natural rights, representative government, religious liberty, self-rule, and resistance to tyranny had traveled across centuries, continents, cultures, and communities. Yet the founding generation gave those ideas memorable expression.

      Their words became larger than their own limitations.

      
        
        That is one of the miracles of language.

      

      

      A truth may exceed the person who speaks it. The authors of the Declaration could not contain its meaning within the boundaries of their century. Abolitionists claimed it.

      Women’s-rights advocates claimed it. Laborers claimed it. Immigrants claimed it.

      Indigenous people claimed the right of nations to govern themselves. Black Americans claimed its promise of equality and transformed the moral meaning of the Constitution. Civil-rights marchers carried it through the streets.

      Every generation has been asked to complete the sentence:

      We hold these truths to be self-evident⁠—

      
        
        that no person is property;

      

        

      
        that no people are disposable;

      

        

      
        that no culture should be erased;

      

        

      
        that no government is legitimate when it abandons the governed;

      

        

      
        that equality must be practiced and not merely praised;

      

        

      
        that liberty without responsibility becomes privilege;

      

        

      
        and that democracy is not something we inherit once. It is something we must continually become worthy of.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Those Missing From the Portrait

          

        

      

    

    
      The familiar painting of the American founding usually shows a room filled with white men. The image is historically recognizable. But it is not the whole picture.

      Outside the frame were Indigenous diplomats whose systems of governance had been observed by colonial leaders. Outside the frame were enslaved Africans whose labor sustained the society in which the founders debated liberty. Outside the frame were women managing farms, businesses, families, correspondence, resistance networks, and communities without political representation.

      Outside the frame were laborers, servants, artisans, sailors, immigrants, free Black communities, and poor farmers whose lives rarely entered the official record. The portrait is not necessarily false. It is simply too small.

      At 250 years, we have an opportunity to enlarge it. This does not require us to replace one simplified history with another. It requires us to tell a more complete story.

      A mature nation does not need its founders to have been flawless. A mature nation needs the truth. We can honor the courage it took to declare independence while naming the people whose independence was denied.

      We can cherish the Declaration without pretending its promises were equally distributed. We can recognize the brilliance of the Constitution while acknowledging the compromises that protected slavery and excluded most inhabitants from political power. Honesty does not weaken the nation.

      Honesty is how a nation becomes trustworthy.

    

  

OEBPS/images/by-nc-sa.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        We Hold These Truths To Be Self-Evident
        
          		
            What Are We Celebrating?
          


          		
            1. A Nation Did Not Begin on Empty Land
          


          		
            2. The Great Law of Peace
          


          		
            3. The Labor Beneath the Liberty
          


          		
            4. The Declaration’s Unfinished Sentence
          


          		
            5. Those Missing From the Portrait
          


          		
            6. Democracy Did Nor Emerge Complete
          


          		
            7. Patriotism Without Amnesia
          


          		
            8. The Next Fifty Years
          


          		
            9. A Declaration for the 250th Anniversary
          


          		
            A Practice of Remembrance
          


          		
            Under a Larger Tree
          


          		
            Notes
          


        


      


      		
        If you were moved by this handbook…
      


      		
        Stewardship of Connected University
      


      		
        Note on Authorship
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		Note on Authorship


    


  


OEBPS/images/connecteduniversewebsitelogo.jpg
CONNECTED
UNIVERSE





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/weholdthesetruthsbookcover.jpg
S

WE HOLD
HSEES ERER UTH S

(3,2 8%

é\wri,

The Living lerznv of Remembering
Connected Universe

zl{./rv\‘}_i






