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Is America a “creedal nation,” defined by its founding, earth-shaking pronouncement
that “all men are created equal”? Or is it primarily the 400-year lived experience of a
people who built the most free, equal, and prosperous nation known to history? William
Galston is a creedal-nation man, and criticizes Vice President JD Vance’s July 5
address that advanced the lived-experience argument (“JD Vance vs. Abraham
Lincoln,” Politics & Ideas, Oct. 29).

But Mr. Galston stumbles in summoning Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address for
support. By converting the Declaration’s “self-evident truth” of human equality into a
“proposition” to test future generations, Lincoln was saying that it is actions, not axioms,
that define America. But for victory in the War of Independence and the Civil War, the
words of the Declaration would have been dead letters. It was only through a thousand
struggles in legislatures, courts, and elections that the abstraction “all men are created
equal” came to have specific, tangible meaning in the lives of Americans, earning their

justified respect and allegiance.

The mere assertion of human equality has never settled anything on its own, not even
slavery and Jim Crow, where the actual practices of racial subjugation and segregation
by American countrymen gave intense moral meaning to the words. (The legend that
Lincoln told Harriet Beecher Stowe that her book had “made this great war” speaks to
the point.) Human equality was later interpreted and addressed differently when it came
to sex. In today’s debates over national borders and women’s sports, arguments from
equality are losing to arguments from experience. Our problems of family, work,
schooling, and culture, which Mr. Vance emphasized in his address, are about citizens’
responsibilities, not rights, where we have no formal creed but ample national
traditions.

Mr. Galston is correct that the vice president “excoriated” Zohran Mamdani. But it wasn’t
because the mayoral candidate, speaking on Independence Day, had said America is
“‘unfinished” and in need of constant striving to improve—rhetorical staples with which
everyone agrees. It was because Mr. Mamdani was incapable on that occasion of
expressing gratitude for America or debt to his national ancestors, and on other
occasions had expressed contempt for ordinary Americans. Lincoln had it right: The
“‘mystic chords of memory” are necessary for preserving our nation and its promise of
equality and liberty.
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