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I

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that 

they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that 

among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

Six months ago, in January of this year of the American semiquincenten-
nial, Walter Isaacson published a very thin book celebrating this, the second 
sentence of the Declaration of Independence, as The Greatest Sentence Ever 
Written.1 Drafted by Thomas Jefferson, fretted over by an editing com-
mittee comprising John Adams and Benjamin Franklin, adopted by the 
Continental Congress in Philadelphia on 4 July 1776 and signed by the del-
egates a month later, this sentence and the declaration that contained it were 
magnificent expressions of Enlightenment thought and natural law. Yet, for 
all of its radical clarity and literary power, it expressed only an idea, and, 
while this idea helped inspire the rebellion that produced the United States 
of America, it was soon superseded by a more detailed and prosaic constitu-
tion, agreed in 1789 and reflecting various forms of compromise including, 
most crucially, the explicit recognition of the institution of human slavery. 
The convention in Philadelphia that adopted the constitution also included 
Adams and Franklin. (Jefferson was in Paris as the American Minister.) And 

Closing Argument

America’s Quarter-millennium

Dana H. Allin

Dana H. Allin is IISS Senior Fellow for US Foreign Policy and Editor of Survival.

Survival  |  vol. 68 no. 4  |  August–September 2026  |  pp. 191–200� https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2026.2704414



192  |  Dana H. Allin

though Franklin the following year petitioned Congress to abolish slavery, 
that bedrock of the Southern states’ economy and society was now constitu-
tionally entrenched and mathematically immune to the prescribed process 
of constitutional amendment (the ‘Slave Power’ of the Southern states could 
easily forestall the required supermajority in Congress and among state leg-
islatures). Americans would recognise the constitution, not the Declaration 
of Independence, as their charter.

Until, that is, the compromise over slavery proved insupportable and col-
lapsed into civil war. Three years into that war, following the grim battle at 
Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, president Abraham Lincoln recited another aston-
ishing short text over the graves of the fallen soldiers. The Gettysburg Address 
consisted of 272 ‘Words that Remade America’, as proclaimed by the subtitle of 
Garry Wills’s brilliant 1992 historical-literary excavation, Lincoln at Gettysburg. 
They did so through Lincoln’s sophisticated historical ‘swindle’ of substituting 
the Declaration of Independence for the constitution in his assertion that the 
‘new nation’ created in 1776 had been ‘dedicated to the proposition that all men 
are created equal’ and that the Civil War was about the question of whether 
‘that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure’.2

Lincoln’s swindle did not go unnoticed at the time. The Chicago Times, as 
Wills recounted, ‘quoted the letter of the Constitution to Lincoln’ and, noting 
its failure to mention equality and its tolerance of slavery, said that Lincoln 
was ‘betraying the instrument he was on oath to defend’.3 As the paper put it:

It was to uphold this constitution, and the Union created by it, that our officers 

and soldiers gave their lives at Gettysburg. How dare he, then, standing on 

their graves, misstate the cause for which they died, and libel the statesmen 

who founded the government? They were men of too much self-respect to 

declare that negroes were their equals, or were entitled to equal privileges.4

It was war, of course, not words, that did the actual work of ending slavery. 
This was arguably less intentional than the president’s oration. Lincoln, 
although morally opposed to slavery, had always maintained that his war 
aim was not to abolish it but to preserve the Union, and that he would be 
constitutionally constrained to tolerate the former in order to achieve the 
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latter. But war aims change as wars go on. Lincoln had already issued the 
Emancipation Proclamations of 22 September 1862 and 1 January 1863 for 
professed reasons of military necessity. In this perspective, slaves were 
wartime assets. But unlike other military assets, slaves could leave their 
owners to fight for the other side, and it would be an absurdity beyond 
moral outrage to recruit them to fight for the Union in the expectation of 
being re-enslaved upon the Union’s victory.5

The secession of Southern states temporarily solved the constitutional 
maths problem, however, and on 31 January 1865 Congress passed the 13th 
Amendment, which abolished slavery. It was ratified a few months after 
General Robert E. Lee surrendered to General Ulysses S. Grant on 9 April at 
Appomattox Court House in Virginia.

Equality was not a light switch that could be turned on, however, or even 
a condition that could readily be enforced by the federal troops occupying 
the defeated South. With the power of that occupation at hand, Congress did 
make a concerted effort by passing in 1866 the 14th Amendment to remove 
all doubt that freedom from slavery also meant full equality as citizens of 
the United States. Section 1 states:

All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the 

jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein 

they reside. No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the 

privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any State 

deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; 

nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.

The years 1869–70 saw the passage of the 15th Amendment, which more 
concisely declared that ‘the right of citizens of the United States to vote shall 
not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account 
of race, color, or previous condition of servitude’. These Reconstruction 
amendments were the cornerstones of what has been called the Second 
American Revolution. It was in many ways a glorious revolution, but it 
failed. In America’s centennial year, 1876, a disputed presidential elec-
tion was resolved with a deal that included the effective end of efforts by 
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radical Republicans to effect the full freedom of African Americans. For the 
better part of the following century, they faced discrimination throughout 
the United States and legalised subjugation mainly in the South, through a 
combination of practices – known collectively as Jim Crow – including racial 
terrorism and laws that legal scholars in Nazi Germany were to study and 
adapt for Adolf Hitler’s own racial laws.6

By way of a kind of transatlantic boomerang, America’s war against 
Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan gave an important ideological impetus 
to the Third American Revolution – the post-war civil-rights movement 
that achieved, this time, real success in the form of 1960s legislation 
pushed through Congress and signed by president Lyndon B. Johnson. 
The boomerang effect was simple: although it was hardly the casus belli of 
America’s fight in the Second World War, the monumental racial crime of 
Nazi genocide over time became central to the post-war idea of a world we 
could not go back to – an organising moral trope of the post-war era.

The Cold War against the Soviet Union further strengthened this moral 
narrative. When the mayor of Minneapolis, a young Hubert H. Humphrey, 
called upon the 1948 Democratic nominating convention at Philadelphia to 
adopt a more progressive civil-rights plank, he famously issued a moral 
challenge to the party’s Southern segregationists: ‘To those who say that this 
civil-rights program is an infringement on states’ rights, I say this: The time 
has arrived in America for the Democratic Party to get out of the shadow 
of states’ rights and walk forthrightly into the bright sunshine of human 
rights.’ Somewhat less famously, Humphrey also invoked Cold War exigen-
cies. With the ‘free world … challenged by the world of slavery’, Americans 
needed to be ‘in a morally sound position’. He added: ‘Our demands for 
democratic practices in other lands will be no more effective than the guar-
antee of these practices in our own country.’7 Presidents Harry Truman, 
Dwight D. Eisenhower and John F. Kennedy each had varying personal 
commitments to the cause of civil rights. But they uniformly recognised 
that the Cold War imperatives of alliance-building – especially in the era 
of unravelling white colonial rule – required the United States to be ‘in a 
morally sound position’ regarding the human rights of the roughly one-
tenth of its citizens who had dark skin.8
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The Third American Revolution was mainly about fixing the legacy of 
slavery. Yet, alongside the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights 
Act of 1965, there was a third piece of legislation directed against the racial 
biases of US immigration policies: the Immigration and Nationality Act of 
1965. From its passage until the first decades of the twenty-first century, this 
statute would profoundly change America’s demographic composition and 
create some of the fuel for what has now become a cold civil war.

II
The Great Gatsby has decent claim to being, if there is such a thing, The Great 
American Novel.9 Tom Buchanan, husband of Daisy and the one unambigu-
ous villain of the story, is introduced in the first few pages as a man of 
his times. These were the 1920s, and we first encounter Tom at his grand 
estate on Long Island propounding to Nick Carraway, Daisy’s cousin and 
the narrator of the book, on the thesis of The Rise of the Colored Empires, the 
novel’s thinly disguised stand-in for Lothrop Stoddard’s The Rising Tide of 
Color Against White World-supremacy.10 ‘The idea’, says Tom, ‘is if we don’t 
look out the white race will be – will be utterly submerged. It’s all scientific 
stuff; it’s been proved … It’s up to us, who are the dominant race, to watch 
out or these other races will have control of things.’11

Post-war American conservatism, including right-wing varieties repre-
sented by Ronald Reagan, came eventually to accept some of the important 
changes instituted by Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, the civil-rights 
movement and Johnson’s Great Society. By contrast, MAGA conservatism – 
according to Matthew Continetti, a sympathetic historian of conservatism’s 
multiple strands – has the audacious ambition to resurrect the political 
right of the 1920s.12 A central vehicle for this project is so-called ‘National 
Conservatism’, of which President Donald J. Trump is the intuitive avatar 
and Vice President JD Vance a leading ideologist.

Like other National Conservatives, Vance is a keen follower of Yoram 
Hazony, an Israeli scholar raised and educated in the United States whose 
big idea concerns what he calls ‘cohesion’. As he put it to New York Times 
journalist Ezra Klein, ‘the first nature that human beings have is not one of 
freedom and equality but of being part of a little tribe of people who are loyal 
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to them, and they grow up being loyal to their family’. This mutual ‘loyalty 
… is the fundamental human building block for everything in societies’.13 In 
Hazony’s telling, family, tribes and nations are made up of concentric circles 
of loyalty. These circles can accept some diversity, welcoming ‘the stranger’ 
in biblical terms, but there are limits. In the case of the United States, cohesion 
has been provided by the numerical and cultural dominance of Anglo-Saxon 
Protestants. If the diversity alloying this cultural dominance reaches or 
exceeds 15%, the bonds of loyalty attenuate and trouble ensues.

Vance, in his 5 July 2025 speech to the arch-conservative Claremont 
Institute, used this framework to argue that ‘if you stop importing millions 
of foreigners, you allow social cohesion to form naturally’. That cohesion, 
he stressed, had to be based on more than ‘agreement with the creedal 
principles of America’, a definition of Americanism that he called both 
‘overinclusive and underinclusive’, adding:

It would include hundreds of millions, maybe billions, of foreigners. Must 

we admit them tomorrow? But, at the same time, that answer would also 

reject a lot of people the ADL [Anti-Defamation League] would label 

domestic extremists, even though their own ancestors were here at the 

time of the Revolutionary War.14

Almost a year earlier, in accepting the vice-presidential nomination at the 
Republican National Convention, he telegraphed similar notions: ‘But 
America is not just an idea. It is a group of people with a shared history and 
a common future. It is, in short, a nation.’ In the same speech he asserted: 
‘People will not fight for abstractions, but they will fight for their home.’15

Hazony is a soft-spoken biblical scholar and reasonable-sounding theorist of 
nationalism, while Vance has also told an eloquent story of travail and belonging 
in an Appalachian-inflected Midwest.16 But both narratives contain some 
problems. Firstly, the second Trump administration’s push to operationalise 
such ideas started with the president’s first Executive Order, purporting to end 
the 14th Amendment’s so-called ‘birthright’ citizenship. It is true enough that 
plenty, probably most, other civilised democracies do not grant citizenship to 
everyone born within their jurisdiction. But leaving aside the 14th Amendment’s 
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crystal-clear text, birthright citizenship addressed a uniquely American problem. 
To use Hazony’s own terms, the American origin story contained people brought 
from distant tribes in chains. Unless, upon freedom, they were to be deported 
to Africa, they had to be part of the American community, and that was only 
possible through a literal and expansive interpretation of Jefferson’s words.

Secondly, Vance’s argument that a creedal definition of American nation-
alism would open US borders to anyone claiming allegiance to the principles 
of the Declaration of Independence is an unserious straw man. The US and 
other rich democracies do face contradictory imperatives: the post-Second 
World War conventions proclaim a duty of states to welcome refugees, yet, 
especially in an age of mass movements of people, some of them desper-
ate, they cannot possibly accommodate most of them. Sovereignty requires 
borders and borders almost by definition need to be controlled. There was a 
border crisis under Joe Biden, and the Biden administration’s failure to take 
the problem seriously was somewhat mystifying given that immigration was 
known to be the source of Trump’s appeal. At the same time, laxness in this 
area is to a degree politically self-correcting. No governing party in a democ-
racy can be indifferent to voters’ anxieties about uncontrolled migration.

The America of the 2020s, so radically different from what Tom Buchanan 
and his real-life counterparts wanted to preserve 100 years ago, is certainly a 
product of late-twentieth-century liberalism. But it also contains a conserva-
tive seed, as Reagan recognised when he celebrated the American nation 
of immigrants as innate small-c conservatives: family oriented, seeking to 
build better lives, often by starting small businesses in their new home.

It is not unreasonable to worry about challenges to national cohesion. But 
National Conservatism, in real Trump-administration practice, has had some 
appalling consequences. Deportations by US Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) have proceeded on a police-state scale, and the agency has 
conducted itself like a private police force assured of impunity, killing two pro-
testers in Minneapolis – one of whom was prostrate on the ground and shot in 
the back – and at least eight immigrants, including two recently shot dead in 
Texas and Maine.17 Scores more have died in custody. In a recent social-media 
post, Trump denigrated a class of five-year-old Somali girls in Minnesota, cap-
tured on video at a kindergarten graduation ceremony, because they wore 
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hijabs while singing. Haitian refugees in Springfield, Ohio, are living in fear as 
their special protected status has been revoked. They have been targets since the 
2024 campaign season, when Vance and then Trump propagated false rumours 
started by neo-Nazis that they were eating pet dogs and cats.18

III
As this year’s 4th of July approached, it occurred to me that my adult life already 
encompasses a fifth of the 250 years of post-declaration American history. Fifty 
years ago, when we celebrated the bicentennial, I had just turned 18. It was a 
memorable celebration not least because someone had the genuinely inspired 
idea to assemble many of the world’s sailing ships in a grand regatta from 
Plymouth, England, to the Canary Islands, Bermuda, Newport, Rhode Island, 
and then grandly into New York Harbor. (Other ships joined along the way, and 
because my blessed, underpaid and overworked mother read in the Washington 
Post of an opportunity, I was able to join the crew of one semi-tall schooner on 
its overnight sail from Washington DC to Annapolis, Maryland.)

The bicentennial was a spectacle that helped restore American spirits 
after some traumatic and polarising years, starting with the assassination of 
Kennedy and culminating in the resignation of Richard Nixon in order to 
avoid near-certain impeachment and conviction because of Watergate. His 
successor, Gerald Ford, had been confirmed by Congress as vice president 
only because Spiro Agnew, the elected vice president, had resigned as part of a 
plea bargain under a charge of criminal bribery. Ford, the accidental president, 
proved to be at least a partial tonic. His pardon of Nixon was controversial, 
but he appeared sincerely to consider it a necessary gesture in the striving for 
unity after what he famously called America’s ‘long national nightmare’. And 
at Independence Hall in Philadelphia, on 4 July 1976, he also privileged the 
Declaration of Independence not only as America’s fundamental charter, but 
also as an integral statement of what America offered the world:

Liberty is for all men and women as a matter of equal and unalienable 

right. The establishment of justice and peace abroad will in large measure 

depend upon the peace and justice we create here in our own country, for 

we still show the way.19
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Comparisons between Nixon and Trump are obvious and go beyond the fact 
that they expressed mutual admiration in correspondence with one another. 
In a recent speech at the Nixon presidential library, Vance said: ‘If you look 
at the story of how the Deep State took down Richard Nixon, it’s not all 
that different from what the same groups of people, the same institutions, 
tried to do to Donald Trump.’ Vance also said that if ‘Watergate happened 
tomorrow, it would be a 12-hour news story. The idea that it would have 
taken down a presidency is crazy’ – words that expressed a plausible truth, 
though probably not for the reasons he intended.20

Yet Nixon, for all his faults, was a man of a different age. Notwithstanding 
his demonstrated capacity for ruthlessness, he was also the creature of a 
more civil political culture. His Republicans were still, if decreasingly so, the 
party of Lincoln, and when that party’s elders formed a delegation to tell him 
it was time to go, he duly departed. The party and the president, moreover, 
were adherents in common with their political opponents of a post-war 
idea of America and of the West, which both Republicans and Democrats 
sought to defend. For the movement around Trump, by contrast, America is 
unrecognisable and the West is composed mainly of institutions like NATO 
and the European Union that are terminally ‘woke’ and opening the gates 
to ‘civilizational erasure’ by non-white and non-Christian immigrants.21 On 
its current trajectory, in this MAGA world view, the West is unsustainable; 
creedal aspirations, bereft of tribal continuity, cannot save it. By this logic, 
Jefferson and Lincoln – perhaps even Nixon and Ford – were wrong.
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