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Letter From the Editor 

 

 

 

Declaration of Independence (1819), by John Trumbull; Public Domain 

 

In this issue of Pietas we commemorate July 4th and the 250
th

 anniversary of the Declaration 

of Independence by beginning with five essays that attempt to follow John Adams’s advice to 

explicate the “means and measures” of the Revolution. Many thanks to F. Cooper Adamo, 

John W. Grant, Kevin Slack, Bob Subrick, and Thomas G. West, who challenge us to reflect 

on the meaning of the greatest of American holidays. 

In our first featured article, Michael Driscoll seeks to provide answers to longstanding 

scholarly interpretive problems in John Locke’s theory of happiness. In his careful reading 

of Locke’s works, focusing on the Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Driscoll 

stresses Locke’s teaching of degrees of happiness, whose gradations are informed by a 

standard of higher goods. Thus, Locke’s rejection of the “summum bonum”—the phrase 
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appearing twice with two different meanings in the Essay—is “not a repudiation of the 

argument that there are goods that are more or less conducive to happiness.” 

Marco A. Andreacchio writes on the philosophical significance of the ancient 

identification of Mary as “New Eve.” Classical Mariology, he argues, is a theology that 

embraces the natural reason of ancient Platonism. And far from a solely speculative matter, 

this notion of reason “proves to be providential in the government of human affairs.” 

Andreacchio distinguishes between a Christian midwifery of rationalism and modern forms 

of voluntarism, first in the Machiavellian rejection of “common sense” and turn to 

“rationalizing the irrational” in the “system of cunning we call technocracy.” Islam, he argues 

is also “an essentially voluntaristic doctrine,” “the most formidable traditional enemy of ‘life, 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness,’ where liberty is key to happiness.” It is only in New Eve 

that nature is renewed: “what is hidden can become apparent to us; for what is eternally 

hidden in nature, what hides by its very nature as truth (aletheia) is disclosed.” 

Justin Lyons connects the iconic Tarzan stories of Edgar Rice Burroughs to the 

philosophical literature on nature and natural law. Across his many novels, Burroughs 

portrays his own quite comprehensive version of natural man, which Lyons compares to the 

accounts of Aristotle, Aquinas, Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau. Lyons focuses on man’s 

capacities for reason and speech, sociability, and ultimately the problems and desirability of 

civil society. But some of the accounts of the state of nature resonate with Burroughs’s 

intention more than others. Pointing to the lessons we might glean from reflections on human 

nature, Lyons argues that ultimately Tarzan has “more in common with Aristotelian and 

Thomistic ideas of a natural inclination toward society and a guiding natural law.” 

Finally, we are proud to include Miriam J. Dawson’s English translation and interpretive 

essay of Cen Shen’s “Armies on the March”—reflections by the great Tang poet on the chaos 

of war. Cen Shen, known for his frontier poetry, was granted permission to leave his post on 

the western border to help subdue the An Shi Rebellion in the east. He later held a mid-

level position in the court. Dawson’s interpretive essay connects the poet’s somber works to 

the decline of the civilization and culture he loved: “The An Shi Rebellion was a great 

tragedy. It was eight years of death and destruction wrought upon the central plains of China. 

The chaos destroyed the lives of the people and shattered the peace and prosperity that the 

centralized imperial court of the Tang Dynasty Empire had created.” 
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In our book reviews Ben Peterson appraises Josiah Osgood’s Lawless Republic: The 

Rise of Cicero and the Decline of Rome—a provocative and necessary account for all 

members of our society named after Cicero. Especially fitting for July 4th, Peter Cross 

reviews Richard Ferrier’s The Declaration of America: Our Principles in Thought and 

Action. Marisol Balderas reviews Thomas J. Tacoma’s The Political Thought of Calvin 

Coolidge: Burkean Americanist. And Jacob Hiserman reviews David J. Staley and Dominic 

D.J. Endicott’s Knowledge Towns: Colleges and Universities as Talent Magnets. 

 

*** 

 

On June 7, 1776, Richard Henry Lee motioned for a resolution in the Continental Congress 

“that these united colonies are and of right ought to be free and independent states.” He was 

acting on instructions from the fifth Virginia Convention’s report from May 15, 1776 (see 

below). The “Lee Resolution” contained a declaration of independence, a call to form 

foreign alliances, and a plan for confederation. On June 11, 1776, the congress created three 

different committees to draft a declaration of independence, prepare a plan “for forming 

foreign alliances” (John Dickinson, Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, Benjamin Harrison, 

and Robert Morris) and “prepare and digest the form of a confederation” (a committee with 

one member from each of the states). Many members of the congress, responding cautiously 

to the Lee Resolution, wanted instructions from their colonies before voting. On June 24, 

the Pennsylvania Congress resolved that the states should be independent (see below). 
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The task for drafting a declaration of independence was given to John Adams, delegate 

from Massachusetts. He organized a “Committee of Five” that included himself, Benjamin 

Franklin, Robert Livingston, Robert Sherman, and Thomas Jefferson, whom Adams asked 

to write the draft because of his talents as a writer and his good reputation. Thomas Jefferson 

was renting quarters at the Graff House in Philadelphia, where for just over two weeks, from 

June 11 to June 28, 1776, he wrote the masterpiece of the Declaration of Independence. 

On July 2, 1776, the “Committee of Five” presented Jefferson’s draft, or “The Resolution 

for Independence,” to the Continental Congress. The committee of the whole voted: 

 

Resolved, That these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and 

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. 

 

That it is expedient forthwith to take the most effectual measures for forming foreign 

Alliances. 

 

That a plan of confederation be prepared and transmitted to the respective Colonies 

for their consideration and approbation, Congress adopted the first part (the declaration). 

The words of the Lee Resolution are echoed in the Declaration of Independence. 

 

 
Credit: Adoption of the Resolution Calling for Independence from England; 7/2/1776; Reports on Administrative Affairs of the 

Congress; Papers of the Continental Congress, 1774–1789; Records of the Continental and Confederation Congresses and the 
Constitutional Convention, Record Group 360; National Archives Building, Washington, DC. 
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Twelve colonies voted in favor. New York abstained until receiving instructions from its 

Convention, which voted in favor on July 9, 1776. The Treaty plan was not approved until 

September 1776. The plan of confederation, introduced first by Franklin a year before, was 

not passed until November 1777. 

 

 

“The resolution for independency, agreed to July 2. 1776” 

 

Congress revised the document over the next two days. On July 4th, it adopted the 

Declaration of Independence, which provided the reasons for the resolution of July 2. The 

Pennsylvania Evening Post published the Declaration that evening (see below). The 

Pennsylvania Gazette published it the following day (see below). 

The Declaration was no ordinary document. John Adams, in a letter to his wife, 

recognized the exceptional nature of the event: 

 

The second day of July, 1776, will be memorable epocha in the history of America. I am 

apt to believe that it will be celebrated by succeeding generations, as the great Anniversary 

Festival. It ought to be commemorated, as the day of deliverance by solemn acts of 

devotion to God Almighty. It ought to be solemnized with pomp, shews, games, sports, 

guns, bells, bonfires and illuminations, from one end of the continent to the other, from 

this time forward forever. 
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Credit “First Newspaper Printing of the Declaration of Independence,” Museum of the American Revolution: America’s Semiquincentennial 

 

 

https://www.amrevmuseum.org/collection/first-newspaper-printing-of-the-declaration-of-independence
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Thirty-two years later, Adams reflected on the essence of the revolution to Hezekiah 

Niles, “The American Revolution was not a common event. Its effects and consequences 

have already been awful over a great part of the globe. And when and where are they to 

cease?” The Revolution, he wrote, was not the war, but “in the minds and hearts of the 

people, a change in their religious sentiments of their duties and obligations.” 

He also reflected on the annual orations that had become part of July 4th. Writing to 

posterity, he encouraged them to study the Revolution, but not simply for the “glorioles” of 

individual deeds and greatness. Rather historians should study the Revolution to learn the 

uniqueness of its combination of eternal principles and the traditions of a particular people. 

 

To this end it is greatly to be desired that young gentlemen of letters in all the states, 

especially in the thirteen original states, would undertake the laborious, but certainly 

interesting and amusing, task of searching and collecting all the records, pamphlets, 

newspapers, and even handbills which in any way contributed to change the temper and 

views of the people and compose them into an independent nation…. 

In this research, the glorioles of individual gentlemen and of separate states is of little 

consequence. The means and the measures are the proper objects of investigation. These 

may be of use to posterity, not only in this nation, but in South America and all other 

countries. They may teach mankind that revolutions are no trifles; that they ought never 

to be undertaken rashly; nor without deliberate consideration and sober reflection; nor 

without a solid, immutable, eternal foundation of justice and humanity; nor without a 

people possessed of intelligence, fortitude, and integrity sufficient to carry them with 

steadiness, patience, and perseverance through all the vicissitudes of fortune, the fiery 

trials, and melancholy disasters they may have to encounter. 

 

Perhaps there is no finer statement on the essence of American conservatism. 

Many thanks to our authors and reviewers. We wish all our readers a happy Fourth of July. 

 

 

The Editor




