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The Declaration of Independence

by Thomas Jefferson
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THE LITERARY WORK
A document written in Great Britain’s American colonies in June 1776; adopted by the Second Continental Congress on July 4, 1776.

SYNOPSIS
Thomas Jefferson announces and explains the decision of American colonists to separate from Great Britain.

Events in History at the Time of the Document
The Document in Focus
For More Information
Thomas Jefferson’s life was closely intertwined with the birth of the United States as a nation. When he wrote the Declaration of Independence, he was not just writing an eloquent document; he was laying the groundwork for a new political era in the former colonies and around the world. At age thirty-three Jefferson had been given the job of defending the most radical political act of his time—the separation of the American colonies from Great Britain.

Events in History at the Time of the Document

Rising frustration with British rule

The colonists decided to declare their independence after more than a decade of hostility against their mother country. Most of this tension dated back to the early 1760s, after King George III had come to power in England. The French and Indian War—a conflict fought on North American soil to see which European power would reign supreme there—had ended in 1763 with a British victory, but England had paid dearly for its triumph. British money, soldiers, and supplies had been sacrificed in the war, and Britain decided to recover its financial losses by imposing taxes on various goods purchased in the colonies. The first of these taxes, the Stamp Act, was instituted in 1765. This legislation was followed by the Townshend Acts (1767) and the Tea Act (1773).

These taxes were not welcome in America. The colonists were willing to tolerate Parliament regulating their trade, but prior to this new foray into the colonies’ affairs, Britain had stood on the sidelines in most other areas. For decades the colonists had made decisions about taxes and other issues in their own local assemblies.

Disgruntled colonists protested Parliament’s actions, claiming that as English citizens they should be protected from “taxation without representation.” In other words, since the colonies did not have voting representatives in the British government, Parliament had no right to tax the colonists. While the British eventually repealed some of these acts, they never questioned their right to impose taxes on the colonists. England sent soldiers to America to help ensure that the tax laws were enforced.
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STEPS TO WAR

	Name of Act
	What It Did
	Responses/Outcome

	Stamp Act (1765)
	Taxed newspapers, legal documents, playing cards; first internal tax from England (previous taxes applied only to English products sold to the colonies)
	Massachusetts colonists boycott British goods, harass stamp officers; colonists form intercolonial Stamp Act Congress; act repealed by Parliament (1766)

	Townshend Acts (1767)
	Taxed glass, paper, paint and tea
	Taxed goods are boycotted by mos! colonies; British troops are sent to enforce taxes; Boston Massacre occurs (1770); repealed in 1771, although Parliament retains tea tax

	Tea Act (1773)
	Cut price of British tea so American tea merchants would be forced out of business
	Colonists send back British tea ships; Boston Tea Party occurs (1773)

	Intolerable Acts (1774)
	Closed port of Boston and declared local Massachusetts assembly politically powerless; intended as a punishment for Boston Tea Party
	Other colonies sympathize with Boston’s plight; First Continental Congress called in Philadelphia (1774)


The arrival of British soldiers aggravated tensions in the colonies. United in their anger against the British government, the colonists sent a list of grievances to the king and formed colonial militias, although they still hoped that British government, would reconsider its position and grant the colonists the right they felt they deserved as English citizens: freedom from taxation without representation.

Rather than attempt to appease the colonists, however, Britain sent additional troops and usurped other previously established rights. Soon after colonial assemblies and constitutions were abolished, violence erupted between the British soldiers and the colonial militias in Massachusetts. As fighting spread throughout the northern colonies, a Second Continental Congress was called to form an American army and to plan for the future of the colonies. Soon afterward, Thomas Paine’s pamphlet Common Sense (also covered in Literature and Its Times) was distributed through the colonies; it convinced many of the colonists that separation from Great Britain was the only way to ensure that their rights would be protected. By June of 1776, delegates from the colonies had agreed to draft a declaration of independence from Britain. A congressional committee appointed Thomas Jefferson as its author. The Enlightenment and the “moral sense” of Americans. In 1755 John Adams, a close friend of Jefferson in his early years, wrote that “all that part of creation which lies within our observation, is liable to change” (Aptheker, p. 87). While the words might not seem especially noteworthy today, they describe a revolutionary feeling at the time. European thinkers ranging from the Polish astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus (1473-1543) to the English scientist and philosopher Isaac Newton (1642-1727) had spent the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries contemplating the world. The conclusions of these “Enlightenment” thinkers deeply affected society.

According to Enlightenment philosophy, humans have the capacity to understand the causes of everything in the world. It contended that ideas and institutions should not be accepted
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merely because they have always existed; they should be scrutinized and changed if a more reasonable alternative can be found. In other words, since people can depend on their own minds to understand the workings of nature and society, they should use their reasoning capacity to change the world for the better. To colonists raised on Enlightenment thought, America was the perfect place to test such beliefs. Thomas Jefferson and other colonial intellectuals used Enlightenment ideas as the backbone of their political philosophy.
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COLONIAL AGENTS

Although American colonists claimed that they were not represented in Parliament, a form of colonial representation was practiced in the decades preceding the Revolution. Agents, appointed by colonial assemblies or governors, were regularly positioned in London to represent colonial interests. While these agents were not voting members of Parliament, they were able to influence government policy by acting as lobbyists; they secured acceptance of laws passed by colonial assemblies, dealt with land disputes, and often influenced trade regulations.

Even colonists who did not read Newton or Copernicus shared the idea of a moral obligation to make the world a better place. The works of Scottish philosopher Francis Hutcheson, who believed that humans have a “moral sense”—an inborn ability to tell right from wrong—convinced Protestant ministers as well as scientific-minded intellectuals in America that they must act on this moral sense. Ministers added the idea that social change was part of God’s plan and told their congregations that resisting the English government was not just a right but a religious obligation. One such minister, Reverend Samuel West, made this view quite clear. Speaking to the Massachusetts House of Representatives, he explained that when British officials disobey God’s law, “it is so far from being a crime to resist them, that in many cases it may be highly criminal in the sight of Heaven to refuse resisting and opposing them to the utmost of our power” (Meyer, pp. 105-06).

Strict Enlightenment thinkers might have protested that the existence of God cannot be proven. Most “enlightened” American thinkers, however, publicly accepted the religious justifications for opposition to Britain. In the Declaration, Jefferson speaks to both the nonreligious Enlightenment view of social responsibility and the Protestant one, referring to “the laws of nature and of nature’s God” (Koch, p. 22). This clever mixture of two otherwise contrary philosophies demonstrates the unifying force of the American drive for independence. By July 1776, many Americans were convinced that the Revolution was not just a good idea but a moral course of behavior.

Growing unity among the colonies

Although American colonists eventually came together to fight the British, their history was a divided one. Founded by separate groups for various reasons, the colonies differed in values, economies, religious practices, and lifestyles. Most importantly, each colony had its own government that made decisions independent of the other colonies’ interests.

Each colony operated under a system of government that featured an assembly and a governor, so by the time the Declaration of Independence was written, Americans were accustomed to some form of self-rule. Political power in these colonial governments was not uniformly distributed, however. Some colonies had been owned by businesses whose stockholders appointed the governors. Other colonies were ruled by wealthy families, either directly or through a hand-picked governor. Finally, a few American colonies had long histories as royal colonies, which meant that they were possessions of the British government. Under this arrangement, the British government selected their governor and exercised other forms of control. Even as royal colonies, however, they had elected assemblies of their own and maintained local control over taxes and lawmaking.

By 1776 nine of the thirteen colonies that would become the United States had changed to royal colonies. This shift in ownership during the 1760s and 1770s further encouraged the British government to assert its power over the colonies. In addition to its efforts to levy new taxes, England increasingly sought to enforce old policies that had largely been ignored in the past. The British, who for so long had allowed the colonies to govern themselves in many respects, decided that it was time to take over.

This new policy on the part of the British served to bring the colonies closer together, for it gave birth to a common yearning for independence. By 1776 most colonists could see the value of a famous statement uttered by Patrick Page 97 | Top of ArticleHenry at the First Continental Congress of 1774. Henry had proclaimed that he was not a Virginian, but an American.

The American Dream in colonial times

From its beginnings, colonial America was viewed in Europe as a land of opportunity. The colonies, known for fertile farmland, dense forests, and navigable waterways, seemed to have unlimited natural resources. These fresh areas of settlement held the promise of new possibilities and freedoms.

By the mid-eighteenth century, however, the colonies had aged in certain ways. In a number of respects the colonies came to resemble the mother country that lay across the Atlantic Ocean. Similar trends in social stratification were certainly evident, for the colonies settled into societies that were marked by the same divisions between aristocrats, middle class, and lower classes that had long been in place in England. Although generally regarded as champions of human equality, the leaders associated with Revolutionary America—George Washington, John Adams, and even Thomas Jefferson—were not common Americans but aristocrats. Yet the colonies they “represented” consisted mostly of middle-class laborers and, in the case of Washington and Jefferson, many slaves.

Class divisions—at least among white Americans—had weakened by the time of the Declaration of Independence. But most colonial charters of the time still included a provision that one must be a male property-owner in order to hold office or vote. This provision left colonial political power in the hands of the white male aristocracy and some male members of the middle class, who accounted for far less than half of the population. Most of the colonial representatives who approved the Declaration on July 4, 1776, then, represented only a certain percentage of the total number of people that populated their colonies.

Still, most of the colonists supported independence from Britain. They thought that war with Britain would open the door to greater prosperity and social mobility. Others argued that, since the clash with Britain was sparked by a cry for equal treatment with all other English citizens, the leading Americans would consider the equal treatment of their own citizens when forming a new government. Indeed, the language of the Declaration and later documents—which spoke of “equal station” and “inalienable rights”—ensured that Americans would confront the issues of social and political equality in the future.

The Document in Focus

The contents

The Declaration of Independence is divided into three sections. The first section describes the political beliefs underlying the colonies’ decision to declare their independence. The second section lists the colonists’ complaints about their treatment by the king. The third and final section of the document formally declares American independence.

Jefferson begins by briefly describing the purpose of the document—to explain to the world why the colonists chose to separate from Great Britain. He then lays out the political principles supporting the colonists’ decision. This section explains that certain “self-evident truths” apply to the world, among them the fact that “all men are created equal” and that they are all granted certain “inalienable rights”: “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” (Jefferson in Koch, p. 22). In order to protect these rights, Jefferson explains, people form governments. The power of the government thus comes from the people, who can and should seize this power if a government begins to abuse it.

The second section lists twenty-seven grievances against the British government. Among this long list of abuses are complaints that the king has interfered unjustly with colonial legislatures, overburdened the colonies with his own officials, and deprived colonists of their rights in criminal cases (Koch, p. 22). To counter the notion that the colonists’ fight is a rebellion, Jefferson goes on to proclaim that it is the king who has waged war on the colonists. He concludes by explaining that the Americans’ decision to seek independence comes after numerous attempts to reclaim their rights through legal and peaceful means. These unsuccessful attempts left the colonists with no choice but to separate from England. Jefferson is careful here not to describe his document as a declaration of war. Instead, he closes the second section with the statement that the colonists will “hold [our British brethren] as we hold the rest of mankind, enemies in war, in peace friends” (Jefferson in Koch, p. 27).

The final section of Jefferson’s document contains the actual declaration. It proclaims that “these united colonies are, and of right ought to be free and independent states” (Jefferson in Koch, p. 27). All allegiance to the king and political ties to Britain are “dissolved,” thereby granting the states full political power. Recognizing that a document alone will not achieve independence, Jefferson closes with a mutual pledge by the colonies to support the Declaration.

Page 98 | Top of Article
Writing and revising

Jefferson wrote the Declaration of Independence in a lodging house in Philadelphia on a portable desk he had designed. Since he was far from his library in Virginia, he did not refer to books or pamphlets as he wrote. Instead, he relied on his memory of the political texts he had studied and other compositions he had recently written or read. Among these were a draft he wrote of a constitution for Virginia, which contained a list of charges against George III, and Virginia’s Declaration of Rights, a document written by George Mason that Jefferson had earlier read. In fact, scholars note that the first section of Jefferson’s Declaration resembles Mason’s document. But while these works might have given Jefferson a head start on his phrasing of the Declaration, the ideas that he included were taken largely from political discussions of the time.

When Jefferson completed his draft of the Declaration, a task that probably took about two weeks, he gave copies to Benjamin Franklin and John Adams, two other members of the congressional committee in charge of drafting the document. They made some minor changes and then presented the draft to the full body of Congress, which eliminated a few passages and altered the final paragraphs. The main passages cut by Congress were negative references to the English people (as opposed to the government) and a lengthy paragraph in which Jefferson blamed King George for the colonial slave trade.

Jefferson was not happy about the editing of his manuscript but realized that it was necessary in order to win every colony’s support for the Declaration. The passage about the slave trade, he explained, was removed for the benefit of South Carolina and Georgia, who planned to continue importing slaves from Africa. While other reports of the debate reinforce this claim, some historians believe that congressional delegates actually opposed the passage because they were aware of the hypocrisy—and consequent weakness—of Jefferson’s position. Although he criticizes the king for allowing newly captured slaves to be brought from Africa to America, he does not acknowledge the cruelty of slavery itself, an institution that he and his fellow slaveholders were directly responsible for perpetuating.

Jefferson, slavery, and the Virginia gentry

Thomas Jefferson, a Virginia planter and slaveholder, had been born into a slave-holding society. Although he spoke out often against the cruelty of slavery, it was an unshakable part of his life and his livelihood. By 1776 black slaves made up 20 percent of the colonial population and 40 percent of the population in the South. Jefferson had his misgivings about slavery; he called the practice a “hideous evil” (Sheldon, p. 129). Nevertheless, he allowed it to continue on his land during his lifetime.

Jefferson’s thoughts on blacks were similarly paradoxical. He respected the morality and loyalty of those slaves he knew, yet he thought the reasoning ability of black slaves was “much inferior” to that of whites, although he admitted that this belief was based on limited observation (Jefferson in Koch, pp. 256-57). Because black slaves had been so profoundly mistreated by whites in America, Jefferson doubted that the two races could ever live together in harmony. His personal wish was that slaves be freed and either returned to Africa or sent to the Caribbean, where they could start a colony of their own.

On July 2 the final decision was made to sever ties with England. Revisions to the Declaration of Independence were hotly debated for the next two days. Tensions in Congress ran high, for the delegates knew that under English law the Declaration was a betrayal of the king that was punishable Page 99 | Top of Articleby hanging. The official version of Jefferson’s edited document finally emerged from the debate and was approved by the delegates on the night of July 4, 1776. Copies of it were printed and sent to each colony to be read in public squares to excited colonists and colonial troops.

What it means to be “created equal.”

When Jefferson asserted that “all men are created equal,” he started a debate that still continues today. The intended meaning of those words has been the subject of essays, books, poetry, and public argument. President Abraham Lincoln later quoted this famous phrase in his Gettysburg Address, indirectly using it to support his call for the abolition of slavery. Many have followed Lincoln’s lead and interpreted the statement to mean that all people have the same worth, regardless of color or other differences.

This is probably not what Jefferson meant in 1776, however, since only six years before he had claimed that blacks were inferior to whites in “beauty,” in “reason,” and in “imagination” (Jefferson in Koch, pp. 256-57). Others claim that Jefferson was referring simply to equality of rights, but if this is the case, then why would he list “equality” and “rights” as separate “self-evident truths”?

Most political philosophers agree that Jefferson’s “equality” refers in part to basic human needs (food, shelter, love) and abilities (speaking, reasoning). More important than these unifying characteristics, however, is the notion he shares with Frances Hutcheson that all people are “social animals” who can choose between right and wrong.
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EQUALITY IN THE SOUTH

Some southern states, concerned that Jefferson’s famous phrase might be used to question the morality of slavery, changed its wording in their state constitutions. Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Kentucky, Mississippi, and Texas all eventually adopted the phrase “All freemen, when they form a social compact, are equal” (Becker. p. 240).

Jefferson stressed the importance of social interdependence in many of his letters and essays. He would probably have argued that a middle-class farmer may not be the best person to lead his state, but that he is as fit to choose a leader as an aristocratic intellectual. In Jefferson’s view, people may be unequal in talents and abilities, Page 100 | Top of Articlebut they share a devotion to fair government and common happiness.

Sources

Most historians are quick to link the Declaration of Independence with the English philosopher John Locke. An important Enlightenment thinker, Locke described people as naturally independent of one another. In order to protect their individual rights to “life, liberty, and estate,” however, they agreed to work together to form a government (Sheldon, p. 46). These rights—which Locke considered “natural rights,” or rights all people are entitled to—are the focus of the first section of the Declaration, and many of Jefferson’s phrases, such as “inalienable rights” and “consent of the governed,” are copied almost exactly from Locke’s works.

Although Locke’s influence is clear in the wording of the Declaration, Jefferson was also strongly influenced by the political ideas of Aristotle, whose works he had studied since childhood. This ancient Greek philosopher held that, far from being independent, people were naturally social and needed to participate in politics, which brought out their highest qualities. Aristotle focused not on rights but on virtue. He thought the purpose of politics was to create a good society, whereas Locke believed that the government’s involvement in society should be kept to a bare minimum. When Jefferson refers to the right to “the pursuit of happiness” instead of Locke’s right to hold property (or “estate”), he may be drawing from this alternate view. Historians have debated the reasons for this choice of words, but most believe that, for Jefferson, “happiness” is the product of a social practice, not a private one. Similarly, when he speaks of the “public good” in the Declaration’s list of grievances, it becomes clear that Locke was not the only source that inspired Jefferson.

In Jefferson’s view, the philosophies of Locke and Aristotle and others supported the colonies’ quest for independence. Criticisms that the Declaration contained no new ideas, contended Jefferson, simply missed the point. As Jefferson himself explained in later correspondence, the Declaration’s purpose was:

not to find out new principles, or new arguments, never before thought of, not merely to say things which had never been said before; but to place before mankind the common sense of the subject, in terms so plain and firm as to command their assent.... It was intended to be an expression of the American mind.

(Jefferson in Koch, p. 719)

Although the ideas stated in the Declaration echoed long-held views, the act of putting them into practice was revolutionary. Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence served as the blueprint for a new nation, and thus had a significant influence on politics around the world. The Declaration was well respected in France, where in 1789 the Declaration of the Rights of Man was written into law. In the early nineteenth century, the Spanish and Portuguese colonies of South America based their wars for independence on many of the Declaration’s tenets.

In these countries, and in democracies around the world, the document’s most enduring concept has been that the people control government, not the other way around. Although many Americans were not granted this control in Jefferson’s era, the Declaration sparked a long struggle for truly equal distribution of power among all people.
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