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The American Declaration
of Independence, 1776

If anyone had taken a poll of Americans in the thirtesn
late as 1775, independence would not have won a m
anywhere. Massachusetts might have come close, perhap
where in the iand was there a definitive urge to separate fro
British Empire. Still, three thousand miles was a iong way
views, appointees, and petitions to travel, and tension
colonies and Britain had been growing. :
Of course, each side looked at the cast of colonial ad
differently. The British believed thas they had carried a |
the costs of migration, administration of trade, and contro:
sea, while the colonists resented the humiliation resulting fro
lack of political represenzation and the often inept royal of
punitive legislation imposed on them from afar by the |
the king.
By the spring of 1775, events were rapidly pushing thi
toward independence. In April, British troops ergaged colo
at Lexington and Concord, instigating a land war that was ¢
untif 1781, in the midst of other urgent business, most nota
ing an army, the Continental Congress asked a commitree
included Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Frankiin, and Joh
compose & statement outlining these and other reaso
tion from Bricain. fefferson wrote the first draft, the bulk
became the finai version accepted by the Continental Co
July4,1776.
The Declaration of Independence was preeminently a d
the Enlightenment. Its principal avthor, Thomas Jefferson,
fied the Enfightenment intellectual. Conversant in Euro

ture, law, and political thought, he made significant ¢

Source: A Documentary History of the United States, ed. Richard D, Hefin
Penguin Books, 1991), 15-14, :



The American Declaration of Independence m 777

ury knowledge in natural science and archirecture.
klin and other delegares ta the Congress in Philadel-
’gér?y accomplished.

éﬁ,-then, that the Deciaration and the establishment
dent United States of America should strike the world
o) thhe Enlightenment's basic tenets. That a wholly
oiild be created by people with intelligence and fore-
7o To principles of reason, and to realize human liberty,
e goals of the authors of this document? In what ways
rion a call for democracy? In what ways was it not?

STORICALLY

ng any document, we must read it carefully and put it
hat'is, determine the what, where, and why. Some of this
ay be available in the rext itself. For instance, to whom is
on addressed? What is the reason given for writing it?

oy and immediate purpose of the Declaration of Inde-
arate'it from the more theoretical Social Contract by

But the age of Enlightenment enshrined similar concerns,
imilar ideas and language. What words or phrases are
‘documents? How is their meaning similar or different?
o the disparity between the lofty sentiments of liberty
ence and the existence of slavery in the Americas. How
reatment of stavery different from Jefferson’s? How is
at Jefferson and some of the signers of the Declaration
aves while declaring it “self-evident that all men are cre-
To whom did this statement apply?

uly 4, 1776, the Unanimous Declaration
1 United States of America

¢ of human evenis, it becomes necessary for one people
olitical bands which have connected them with another,
mong the powers of the earth, the separate and equal
*Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them,
he opinions of mankind requires that they should
which impel them to the separation.
ese truths to be self-evident, that all men are creared
are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable
g these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.
these rights, governments are instituted among men,
ust ‘powers from the consent of the governed. Thar
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whenever any form of government becomes destructiv,
it is the right of the people to alter or 1o abolish it, and 1
government, laying its foundation on such principles an
powers in such form, as to them shall seern most likels
safery and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate tha
long established should not be changed for light and try
and accordingly all experience hath shown, that man
disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right
abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed.
train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariahl
evinces a design to reduce them under absoluge des

right, it is their dury, to throw off such government, and
guards for their future security. Such has been the paticn
these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which co
alter their former systems of government. The history
King of Great Britain is a history of repeated injuries an
all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute
these States. To prove this, let facts be submitted toa

He has refused his assent to laws, the most wholes
sary for the public good. '

He has forbidden his Governors to pass laws of in
pressing importance, unless suspended in their operarig
should be obtained; and when so suspended, he has utter]
attend to them. -

He has refused to pass other laws for the accommod;
districts of people, unless rhose people would relinquish
representation in the Legislarure, a right inestimable to them
dable to tyrants only. , 0

He has called together legislative bodies at places:
comfortable, and distant from the depository of their puh
for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into complia
measures,

He has dissolved representarive houses repeatedly, fo
manly Armness his invasions on the rights of the people

He has refused for a long time, after such dissolurions
ers to be clected; whereby the tegislative powers, inc:
tion, have returned to the people at large for their exer
remaining in the meantime exposed to all the dangers of 1
without and convulsions within. _

He has endeavoured to prevent the population of th
that purpose obstructing the laws of naturalizarion of forei
ing to pass others to encourage their migration hither, an
conditions of new appropriations of lands. e

He has obstructed the administration of justice, by
assent to laws for establishing judiciary powers.
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de judges dependent on his will alone, for the tenure of
amount and payment of their salaries.

‘multitude of new offices, and sent hither swarms of
ur people, and eat ourt their substance.

mong us, in times of peace, standing armies withour
legislatures.

o render the military independent of and superior ro

vith others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign
nd unacknowledged by our laws; giving his assent to
ded legislation:

¢ large bodies of armed troops among us:

them, by a mock trial, from punishment for any mur-
tould commit on the inhabitants of these States:

tf our trade with all parts of the world:

s.on us without our consent:

n many cases, of the benefits of trial by jury:
ing.us beyond seas to be tried for pretended offences:
1z the free system of English laws in a neighbouring
hing therein an arbitrary government, and enlarging its
tender it at once an example and fic instrument for
ame absolute rule into these Colonies;

vay.our Charters, abolishing our most valuable laws,
mentally the forms of our governments:

ding our own Leglslatures and declaring themselves
power 1o legislate for us in all cases whatsoever.

ted government here, by declaring us out of his protec-
varagainst us.

plundered our seas, ravaged our coasts, burnt our towns,
wves of our people.

transporting large armies of foreign mercenaries
sorks of death, desolation, and tyranny, already begun
es of cruelty and perfidy scan.ely paralleled in the most
| totally unworthy the head of a civilized narion.
ined our fellow citizens taken captive on the high seas
gainst their country, to become the executioners of their
ren, or to fall themselves by their hands.

omestic insurrections amongse us, and has endeav-
on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian
Known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction
d conditions.

f these oppressions we have petitioned for redress in
€ terms: our repeated petitions have heen answered only
; prince whose character is thus marked by every
fine a tyrant is unfit to be the ruler of a free people.

Bl



780 w20/ Enlightenment and Revolution

Nor have we been Wanting in attention to our B
have warned them from time to time of attemnpts by the
extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over ys. We:haye o
of the circumstances of our emigration and settle en
appealed to their narive jusrice and magnanimity, and-
them by the ties of our common kindred to disavoy thess
which would inevitably interrupt our connections and:
They oo have been deaf to the voice of justice and of cois
must, therefore, acquiesce in the necessity, which de
tion, and hold them, as we hold the rest of mankind
peace friends, o

We, therefore, the Representarives of the Unirted States o
General Congress assembled, appealing to the Supren
world for the rectitude of our mtentions, do, in the name
ity of the good peaple of these Colonies, solemnly publi
That these United Colonies are, and of right ought ¢
pendent States; that they are absolved from all allegianc
Crown, and thar all political connection between them an
Grear Britain, is and ought to be rorally dissolved; and
Independent States, they have full power to levy war ¢co
contract alliances, establjsh commerce, and ro do:3l of]
things which Independent Srares may of right do. And for y
this declaration, with 1 firm reliance on the protection of:D

ince, we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our forrim;
sacred honor, o
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