The Pursuit of Happiness, Then and Now
By Arthur C. Danto
Philosophers are especially sensitive to the way that Thomas Jefferson cuts and pastes the words of previous philosophers to make their meanings come out somewhat differently in the Declaration of Independence. This is particularly true of the trio of fundamental human rights famously identified by John Locke. Locke specified that humans enjoyed three basic rights: life, liberty, and property. Jefferson replaces property with “the pursuit of happiness,” which is a borrowing from Aristotle’s ethical writings. Aristotle takes it for granted that humans in general aspire to happiness, but does not consider it a right. The shift from property to happiness seems crucial to a Declaration of Independence, since it is the pattern of thwarting the pursuit of happiness that goes against our humanity, and brings into play the right to revolution. The Americans were not concerned with revolution in the sense of overthrowing the British monarchy but “to throw off such Government, and to provide new guards for their future security.”

The term happiness in current usage does not go nearly as deep as Jefferson’s Aristotelian usage. There would be something frivolous in getting rid of a government on the grounds that it makes us unhappy. In a two party system, it must generally be true that there will be an unhappy minority. The remedy is to vote the ruling party out since their power explains our unhappiness. But the Greek word for happiness is eudemonia, which refers to what is fitting for us as humans — it rests on our essential qualities. The list of injuries Jefferson establishes rests upon a claim that the pattern of conduct laid at the feet of the monarch amount to violations of our humanity.

It is this then that validates the Declaration. July 4 radically changes the nature of the conflict. England had been at war with the American colonies for over a year by that point. Until then it was not a war of independence. It was a revolt against the ruling power, which might end in amnesty, leaving the colonial status intact. But changing the war into a fight for independence required a philosophical transformation of its character. It would sound in today’s terms ridiculous to say that the Americans were fighting for happiness. But they were fighting for philosophical recognition of what it meant to be treated as human. They were fighting for human dignity.

So Jefferson’s emendation was fundamental to the moral character of his cause. Violating property rights would in effect have meant robbing them of the fruits of their labor, in Locke’s view. Putting aside the concept of property enabled Jefferson to table the problem of slavery. The classical tradition gave Jefferson a different basis, mainly because it allowed him to stress the philosophical character of being human. Today the pursuit of happiness sounds poetic; it gives us license to take up painting and the like. It is a lesser right than it was in Jefferson’s time, and is no longer the battle cry that it was to the classically trained.
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Extending Equality
By Todd May
What might it mean to say, in our time, that “all men are created equal”? For many living during the late 1700s and 1800s, it meant that all white males possessed certain natural rights, although the content of those rights was subject to some dispute. Not in dispute, however, were two assumptions: the limited subject of those rights and their natural character, the latter of which was marked in the Declaration by the phrase “endowed by their Creator.”

For those of us in the early 21st century, the limitation on the subject of those rights has been expanded: in particular, women and people of color are treated as more nearly (although not entirely) equal. In addition, doubt has been cast on the naturalness of what were considered natural rights. Most philosophers now agree that the rights we have are not rooted in nature or in a divine being but in our social practices, our ways of living together.
However, there is one group in particular that, here in the United States, seems to remain markedly less equal than others: undocumented workers.(There is also the situation of gays and lesbians, which, fortunately, seems to be improving.) 

When I say that they are treated as markedly less than equal, I do not mean simply that they are refused the rights of citizens. What rights they should have is something I would like to address another time. What I mean is that they are often treated as less than fully human.

The public picture routinely painted of undocumented workers is not one of people who have left their country in search of employment. It is instead one of criminals or even monsters intent on gaming the system and terrorizing the population. Accusations of free-riding, although of questionable accuracy (consider, for instance, that an undocumented worker with false papers will pay Social Security taxes but never receive Social Security) are accepted without debate. Other, more heinous insinuations of stealing, rape, and other crimes are part of the daily fare of immigration discussion.

In response to this picture, legislation is being proposed that treats undocumented workers (and worse, their children) as beneath the reach of basic human rights. Denial of non-emergency public health care and education are either enacted or on the table in several state legislatures (not to mention the draconian laws recently passed in Arizona). There may be vigorous debate regarding the rights of undocumented workers to vote or run for office. But when we say that they cannot receive public health care or have their children educated in our schools because it is a waste of taxpayer money, it is hard to argue that we really believe that all people are created equal.

On this July 4, in particular, we could do worse than to reflect on the most commonly quoted phrase in the Declaration. We could do worse than ask what it might mean for us and for our attitudes. After all, by learning to treat others as equal to us, do we not in turn elevate our own humanity?
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