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More Advance Praise for
Divided Over the Declaration

“Sometimes a book is published with just the right message at just the right time. David Bobb and Tony Williams are bringing us that book now. They are masters of the brilliance of our founding documents. The principles not only withstand the test of time but bind us together whenever we foolishly try and pull apart at the seams. I know their message will resonate with both academics and the average citizen alike.”

—Colonel Robert Naething, US Army (retired)

“Divided Over the Declaration provides a whirlwind tour of American history, driven forcefully forward by its focus on our nation’s founding.… This is history as it should be learned and enjoyed: the push and pull, give and take, over competing conceptions of human flourishing and political community. The word ‘divided’ has come to have overwhelmingly negative connotations, but Bobb and Williams show that being forever divided over the Declaration is in fact a quintessentially American tradition and one that unites us as citizens of our republic.”

—Oren Cass, chief economist, American Compass

“In Divided Over the Declaration, authors David J. Bobb and Tony Williams show that since July 1776, the Declaration of Independence has been a catalyst for change in American life, often against strong pushback …

Bobb and Williams demonstrate that the Declaration of Independence has not only served as a moral touchstone, but a ‘corrective mechanism’ throughout America’s history.

Highly readable and peppered with riveting anecdotes, Divided takes the reader on a journey that begins with Thomas Jefferson and John Adams; continues through Frederick Douglass, Abraham Lincoln, and women’s suffrage in the nineteenth century; and culminates in the 1963 March on Washington, Martin Luther King Jr., and John Lewis.

An engrossing history lesson in itself, Divided makes a strong argument for better civics and history education, so that the Declaration’s relevance never fades.”

—Joseph Wheelan, author of Mr. Adams’s Last Crusade: John Quincy Adams’s Extraordinary Post-Presidential Life in Congress
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“WHAT TO THE SLAVE IS THE FOURTH OF JULY?”: FREDERICK DOUGLASS’S DILEMMA



Frederick Douglass gave his most famous speech on the Fifth of July, not the Fourth. Tickets cost 12.5 cents—about five dollars today. Corinthian Hall, in Rochester, New York, was packed with some 600 people. Four huge columns dominated the space. The most photographed American of the nineteenth century, Douglass in 1852 was well known in New York and around the country as one of America’s leading abolitionists.

A formal reading of the Declaration of Independence kicked off the event. Douglass spoke that day on the Declaration and its promise. His speech was about promises broken as much as promises kept. Douglass had been a slave for the first two decades of his life. His speech stressed “your national independence,” “your political freedom,” and “your national life.” “You” and “yours,” not “our” and “ours.”

Douglass’s use of “you” and “yours” marked the distance he felt from the freedom enjoyed by white Americans. He was drawn to and alienated from the July Fourth celebration. He admired the reason for it, which was the Declaration of Independence. At the same time, he was indignant that Americans were not living up to it. The Declaration’s principles are “final,” he said in his speech. Its principles—liberty and equality for all—are “immortal.” Individuals are equal in their possession of the rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. The men who made the Declaration were wise and worthy of praise; the people of his day who betrayed the principles were not.

Douglass’s dilemma that day was about the gulf between the Declaration’s principles and Americans’ practice of them. He was stuck between alienation and belonging, prejudice and patriotism. Even though he had gained his freedom fourteen years earlier, slavery was still upheld by the nation whose principles he loved. July Fourth had become in some parts of the country a common date for slave auctions. In the South, where slavery was still legal, Independence Day was celebrated with huge feasts made possible by enslaved people’s labor. Instead of rallying around the Declaration, these celebrations feted the Constitution and the legal protection of slavery. As the popular journal American Cotton Planter urged in a kind of how-to for these events, “we do not mean political assemblages where the platitudes of the Declaration of Independence are read.” Abolitionists in the North anchored their July Fourth events on the Declaration. They celebrated the Declaration’s principles and criticized the hypocrisy that trampled the principles. For Black Americans in New York, annual “Fifth of July” celebrations marked the state’s July 4, 1827, abolition of slavery, which included a ban on the slave trade. Throughout the North, July Fifth, not Fourth, was physically safer for Black celebrations because Black events held on the Fifth were less likely to be subject to attack.

Douglass’s Independence Day speech in Rochester was delayed a year because he had been sick in 1851. In 1852, July Fourth fell on the Sabbath, so for that reason mainly Douglass’s speech was planned for the Fifth. His own newspaper advertised the event in advance as a “celebration of the national anniversary.” Douglass began in that vein. The Declaration, he said, “is the ringbolt to the chain of your nation’s destiny.” A ringbolt ensures the proper anchoring of a ship. As his audience would have known, a ringbolt was also used as part of the chain for shackling an enslaved person. Speaking of the Declaration, Douglass said, “The principles contained in that instrument are saving principles. Stand by those principles, be true to them on all occasions, in all places, against all foes, and at whatever cost.” America was in stormy seas, Douglass continued. If the ringbolt breaks, “all is lost.” But if Americans “cling” to the “saving principles,” it will be like “the grasp of a storm-tossed mariner to a spar at midnight.” A spar is a mast, or pole, and Douglass was alluding to a sailor’s last-ditch chance to cling to the wreckage of his ship.

In 1852, America’s future hinged on whether Americans would reach for the moral and political principles of the Declaration. When Douglass called the Declaration the “ringbolt to the chain of your nation’s destiny,” he and his audience did not know what America’s destiny would be. The nation’s sectional crisis over slavery was heating up, and the outcome of that division for the country was uncertain. For Douglass, America was never destined for destruction. But its salvation was never a sure thing, either. He was confident the chains of slavery could and would be broken forever, but it depended on human beings choosing to live according to the Declaration’s principles. Speaking as a Black man, Douglass asked, “Are the great principles of political freedom and of natural justice, embodied in that Declaration of Independence, extended to us?” Americans do not need new words, he said, about liberty and equality because the relevant ones already appeared in the Declaration. “Would you have me argue that man is entitled to liberty? that he is the rightful owner of his own body? You have already declared it.” Slavery is not a subject that needs a recitation of pros and cons: “There is not a man beneath the canopy of heaven that does not know that slavery is wrong for him.”

Douglass did not need to recite the arguments. Americans already knew them by heart; they just needed to act. To get them to act—to finally resolve the contradiction between slavery and the twin principles of liberty and equality—Douglass took the country to task. For “you” and “yours” to shift to “our” and “ours,” America had to forever abandon its hypocrisy:


What to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer; a day that reveals to him, more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your denunciation of tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious parade and solemnity, are, to Him, mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy—a thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages. There is not a nation on the earth guilty of practices more shocking and bloody than are the people of the United States, at this very hour.



Douglass’s jeremiad reserved some of its harshest criticism for the Protestant denominations that justified slavery in God’s name. For most of his career, Douglass would use his public speeches to extend his indictment of hypocrisy from the present day to the framers of the Constitution. But in Rochester, Douglass defended them against any such “slander.” The Constitution, he proclaimed, is a “glorious liberty document,” not the proslavery document abolitionists had supposed. Anyone reading the document will come to this conclusion, Douglass maintained. It is not a judge’s or lawyer’s document, but one for citizens. Douglass’s reading of the Constitution as antislavery was controversial in abolitionist circles, as it marked a break with his mentor, the New England abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison. Up until May 1851, Douglass was himself a Garrisonian for whom the Constitution marked a betrayal of the Declaration’s principles. For both men, the Constitution was a “blood-soaked covenant.” After Douglass’s break with Garrison, he saw the Declaration and Constitution not at odds but in harmony. Given this, Douglass ended his July Fourth speech with “hope.” “I do not despair of this country,” he said. The “great principles” of the Declaration alongside the “genius of American Institutions” inspire confidence. Douglass foresaw a gradual enlightenment in which “mental darkness” would not prevail. The forces of slavery, he felt confident, will be defeated.

“Fellow citizens.” Douglass used this phrase throughout his July Fourth speech. Having rebuked his audience for much of the address, Douglass then drew them in. His rebuke came with the possibility of redemption. America was not past the point of no return. Nor was any individual. Douglass’s confidence in the principles of the Declaration was absolute. His belief in the American people at that moment was shaken, but his faith was strong.

Douglass’s talk lasted two hours. It was an instant classic. The pro-abolitionist audience convened by the Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Sewing Society voted unanimously to endorse the speech. (They dropped “Sewing” from their name in 1855, as their abolitionist work consumed their time.) The transcript immediately went into circulation as a forty-page pamphlet and was reprinted in Northern newspapers. Reaction across the country, however, was mixed. Abolitionist and antislavery forces faced fierce opposition. Federal legislation called the Kansas-Nebraska Act was only two years away. It undid the Missouri Compromise of 1820 and opened huge swaths of the United States to slavery that previously had been closed to it.



Many Americans today are alienated from the United States—and from each other. Like Douglass did in 1852, they admire the Declaration’s principles. But they feel like they are on the outside looking in—that the promise of the Declaration of Independence does not apply to them or is applied unequally to all. Our dilemma today about the Declaration has parallels to Douglass’s dilemma about the Declaration. To be clear, Americans today are not debating the abolition of slavery. They are wrestling with the existential challenge that animated Douglass: What do the principles of the Declaration mean for me, my community, and my country? Can these principles hold in stormy seas?

Before there were fireworks or Fourth of July parades, great commemorative speeches like Douglass’s or children reciting its words at school, there was a document, read aloud, for Americans to hear. The Declaration of Independence has been in the ears and the hearts of Americans since it announced them as “one people” and—for the first time—the “United States of America.”

The Declaration’s first informal reading to the public is thought to have happened in Philadelphia on July 4, 1776. One observer noted that it was attended by “very few respectable citizens,” a snooty reference to the working-class artisans and laborers who happened to be outside the Pennsylvania State House, now Independence Hall, right after the Continental Congress adjourned. The first formal public reading of the Declaration, also in Philadelphia, was on July 8, 1776. Colonel John Nixon, an Army officer and financier, read the document to a large gathering. July 8 was election day in the city, and the reading was part of a campaign event. Loud huzzahs or cheers greeted the reading, which was followed by the ringing of bells. In an outpouring of passion, a throng of people burned the king’s coat of arms, which had adorned the entrance of the State House. The next day, July 9, Continental Army General George Washington had the Declaration read aloud to his troops, then stationed in New York City, to remind them of the cause for which they were fighting. After that, the Declaration was circulated widely across the states. In time, it was shared across the globe.

Ever since Americans heard and read their Declaration of Independence, they have been divided about it. Nearly everything about it has been controversial. Much of it still is. Today, Americans argue about the meaning of liberty, equality, and justice. They debate rights in conflict and hold divergent positions on the Declaration’s truth, relevance, and staying power. Americans clash about what those principles mean for America’s role in the world. Progressives argue among themselves about whether the Declaration was progressive enough and whether the United States has made much progress in achieving the Declaration’s ends. Conservatives argue among themselves about the relevance of the Declaration’s preamble and how revolutionary the American Revolution was. Progressives and conservatives argue with each other about who better embodies the Declaration’s principles. Lurking in all these battles are deeply polarizing questions of race, class, sex, and gender.

The Declaration has been called the nation’s birth certificate, a compass, a blueprint, and the cornerstone of the republic. It has been hailed as the nation’s foundation, covenant, road map, and soul. Conversely, it has been called an error, a pretended document, propaganda, and a “self-evident lie.” It has been praised as radical and scorned as racist, sexist, and gender exclusionary.

Americans historically have been divided over the Declaration. Yet it has been and still is a significant source of unity. A July 2025 poll revealed that 62 percent of American citizens say that belief in the Declaration’s principles is more important to “being American” than is birthright. It is an American paradox: We appear to be divided about the principles that are supposed to unite. How has this document divided Americans at every critical turn in its history and been a key source of unity in our national past? This book examines this question. It chronicles the divide across American history and assesses the Declaration as a source of American unity. Each chapter defines a pivotal moment for the Declaration in America’s past, from its creation to the Civil Rights Movement. This includes the Declaration’s relationship to the Constitution, its contradiction with slavery, and its role in the long struggle for women’s suffrage. It is a story of abolitionists and ardent defenders of slavery, advocates and foes of American Empire, progressives and conservatives, civil rights pioneers and segregationists.

In each of these defining moments, the women and men of the hour did not know who would prevail. We know now, but they did not know then. It has been that way from the start. The Declaration exists, after all, because of a violent conflict, the outcome of which hung in the balance. Born in battle, the Declaration could only have real effect if the Revolutionary War effort was successful. The colonists were bitterly divided about whether to go to war. Years of intense debate had preceded the July 2, 1776, vote for independence.

Anticipating the need for a declaratory document, Congress had tapped thirty-three-year-old Thomas Jefferson to be the draftsman. He had just seventeen days to come up with the right language. During that time, Jefferson searched for the right word to refer to the American people once they were freed from the king’s control. Scratching out the word “subjects” on his manuscript, Jefferson wrote “citizens” instead. The new Americans would be self-governing citizens, not subjects to the crown. Despite the inclusion of this significant shift in identity, the Declaration was not convincing to everyone in its own time. While many colonists—around one in two—supported the Revolution, a significant portion, likely one in five, remained loyal to the king. The rest were undecided.

The Declaration’s argument is a kind of legal indictment and statement of what Jefferson called “the American mind”—all wrapped up in a syllogism, or logical form of argument. The most famous part of the document is its “preamble,” or second paragraph after the introduction. It was not controversial at first: “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.” The list of twenty-seven grievances, or complaints, against British King George III, drew the most scrutiny by its authors and in the immediate aftermath of its release. The syllogism is as follows:


If a government fails to protect the natural rights of its people and becomes tyrannical, it may be overthrown (major premise).

King George III was a prince who became a tyrant (minor premise).

Therefore the colonists can justly throw off the tyranny and set up a new government that will secure the natural rights of its citizens (conclusion).



This argument drew criticism from Loyalists inside the colonies and defenders of the crown across the Atlantic. They claimed that the colonists were rash, not prudent, and that their grievances were not substantiated. The king had not become tyrannical. The debate about the practice and purpose of government, and the nature of rights, is ongoing today. All hinge on the understanding of liberty and equality in the Declaration. One’s view of liberty and equality, in turn, hinges on one’s view of human nature. This will be a theme throughout this book.

The Declaration’s most controversial grievance did not make the final cut. In its own way it offers a reflection on human nature and portends the protracted debate around slavery that has marked the divide over the Declaration. Jefferson included in his draft Declaration a condemnation of slavery in the section on grievances against the king. Specifically, the draft condemned the king for encouraging its spread: “he has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating it’s [sic] most sacred rights of life & liberty in the person of a distant people.” The “Christian king,” Jefferson inveighed, was “determined to keep open a market where MEN should be bought & sold.” This complaint did not make the final cut in part because delegates from Georgia and South Carolina wanted no mention of slavery in the document. Drafted by Jefferson, a slave owner, and signed by men two-thirds of whom owned slaves, the Declaration in its final form ended up not directly referencing the institution of slavery. The contradiction between its statement “All men are created equal” and the existence of the institution that held a half million people in bondage at the time is obvious.

The equality claim is inspiring or infamous depending on how you read it. For suffragists, “all men” was inadequate, as it did not account for the injustices borne by women, in the violation of both their natural rights (women could not own property for much of American history) and their civil and political rights, including the right to vote. For enslaved people and abolitionists, the phrase “All men are created equal” was inspirational. For slave owners, the phrase was political dynamite from the start—a “hypothetical truism” and “error” according to John C. Calhoun, who said that slavery was a “positive good” for slave owners and the slaves themselves. This important part of the story, which includes among others the years 1619, 1776, 1863, and 1963, asks how citizens should understand the contradiction inherent in the relationship between the Declaration’s promise of equality and the reality of the existence of slavery and its aftermath.

No two individuals in American history reflected more deeply on this contradiction than Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass. Friends united by their love of the Declaration’s principles, Lincoln and Douglass were nonetheless uneasy allies, as their relationship was fraught with tension over how to achieve the ends each man sought. To be antislavery like Lincoln did not mean the same thing as to be an abolitionist like Douglass, even if there was a shared moral conviction about the evil of slavery. For Douglass, the institution must be ended immediately; for Lincoln, immediacy was impossible. Even among abolitionists there was intense infighting. Douglass’s break with his mentor William Lloyd Garrison was a fight over what the Declaration of Independence demanded of each individual and what their movement meant. It was about the complicated relationship of ground truths in the Bible, the Declaration, and the Constitution, as well as human nature, morality, and politics.

The Civil War and restoration of the Union under a “new birth of freedom” did not settle all these questions with any finality. Politicians from differing ideological perspectives continued to disagree about them with significant consequences. Woodrow Wilson did not see the Declaration as inspirational. “Some citizens of this country,” he said, “have never got beyond the Declaration.” It was good back in olden times, unneeded for modern America. For Calvin Coolidge, the date did not matter: The principles of the Declaration were true, whatever ideological trends might prevail. They will always be true. In Coolidge’s words, echoing Douglass, those principles are “final.” These different interpretations still echo in today’s political arena.

The Declaration’s argument about principles was at the heart of twentieth-century American debates—domestic and foreign. Twentieth-century debates about the Declaration were about how Americans lived at home as well as how they projected themselves abroad. Arguments about American expansionism hinged on the question of how much if at all the Declaration’s principles can be exported. From the Monroe Doctrine, the Texas War for Independence, and the Spanish-American War, the Declaration and its principles were at the heart of the debate over American foreign policy and overseas imperialism.

In both the nineteenth-century fight over women’s suffrage and the twentieth-century struggle for civil rights, the Declaration’s principles were the common touchstone. A straight line can be drawn, in fact, from the abolitionists’ invocation of the Declaration to the suffragists’ Seneca Falls Declaration to the stirring words of Martin Luther King Jr. and his younger colleague John Lewis in August 1963, at the March on Washington. Each movement is notable for the tenacity of its leaders and the length of the struggles. Each effort had its taproots in the Declaration of Independence. From 1848’s Declaration of Sentiments at the Seneca Falls Convention to the 1920 ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment granting women the right to vote was a span of seventy-two years. During that time, it took prodigious labors by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, Lucretia Mott, Sarah and Angelina Grimké, and many others to win the female franchise. Between the ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery in 1865 to the 1964 Civil Rights Act was a nearly century-long struggle. Speaking from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in 1963, King likened the Declaration of Independence to a “promissory note” that if cashed would bounce like a bad check. As King said in that speech, “But we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt.” For King, the Declaration was worthy of trust but its principles, however final, were not self-executing. For Lewis, the “revolution of 1776” was incomplete until the American people acted to make it real for all.

America’s abolitionists, suffragists, and civil rights leaders all point to a unique quality of the Declaration and the American system. The Declaration of Independence acts as America’s corrective mechanism or force. America is the only country in the world with this built-in mechanism. It is not automatic. Its application is not inevitable. It is a moral force, not just a political one, powered by human ingenuity. It is built into the structure of American civil society and government. Inspired by the Declaration, and given the free speech and right to association to do so, Americans have organized to course correct. The largest movements for social change in American history have sprung from the Declaration. From 1776 onward, Americans from all walks of life have recognized course corrections that are needed because of the standard articulated in the Declaration.

Striving for the fulfillment of the Declaration’s promise is what it means to be an American. The “saving principles” are always there, but they must be put into practice. This has happened irregularly and inconstantly, producing a crooked line that is marked by America’s many course corrections. Still, the country’s slow, often painful, efforts to live as “one people” have been an unparalleled achievement. When America has advanced, it is because Americans have lived up to, or at least tried to live up to, the Declaration’s principles.

The Declaration’s corrective mechanism is fueled by disagreement. When human beings are free, they disagree. This disagreement is a feature, not a bug. However unpleasant it is to be locked in near constant debate with each other, the alternative is worse. The Declaration, birthed in conflict, invites and requires disagreement because it insists on freedom. Americans’ task today is to manage this disagreement in the spirit of a common purpose, not to eliminate it.

“You” and “yours” are not the exclusive language of nineteenth-century abolitionists like Douglass. Americans hear a lot of that kind of language today. Douglass used “you” and “yours” more than a hundred times in his 1852 speech. His audience felt the distance. But he also used the phrase “fellow citizens,” which came close to the feeling of “our” and “ours.” By drawing his audience closer but still asserting his alienation, Douglass revealed that reconciliation, or full embrace of American citizenship, was possible. His hurt coexisted with his hope. To live as fellow citizens is to affirm liberty and equality for all. If America ended slavery, it would be proof that it accepted the “saving principles.” If America continued to allow slavery, Douglass would continue to be alienated from his country. The story of America’s division over the Declaration is the story of the American search for unity.
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“WE HOLD THESE TRUTHS TO BE SELF-EVIDENT”: THE MAKING OF THE DECLARATION



In 1822, John Adams wrote to Timothy Pickering reflecting on the writing of the Declaration of Independence. Many years had passed since the creation of the Declaration in 1776, but Adams’s memory was still pretty sharp as he reviewed Jefferson’s authorship of the draft. In the twilight of his life, Adams was embittered that his longtime friend and political adversary had long received the lion’s share of the credit for the Declaration. He disparaged Jefferson’s creation as unoriginal. There was “not an idea in it,” Adams wrote, “but what had been hackneyed in Congress for two years before.”

Adams was correct, of course. Jefferson was not an enlightened demigod who had received his wisdom about the rights of mankind and republican self-government from on high. Writing at the end of his own long life, in 1825, Jefferson explained the purposes of the Declaration to his friend Henry Lee. The draftsman of the Declaration freely admitted that his thoughts in America’s seminal founding document were not original and were borrowed from many sources:


This was the object of the Declaration of Independence. 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, and to justify ourselves in the independent stand we are compelled to take. Neither aiming at originality of principle or sentiment, nor yet copied from any particular and previous writing, it was intended to be an expression of the American mind, and to give to that expression the proper tone and spirit called for by the occasion. All its authority rests then on the harmonizing sentiments of the day, whether expressed in conversation, in letters, [and] printed essays.



Jefferson believed that his words were an “expression of the American mind” and the “harmonizing sentiments of the day.” They were simply the “common sense of the subject” that others had written or spoken during the previous decade of resistance against Great Britain. Jefferson was not just being humble. Many notable statesmen, pamphleteers, and essayists argued for natural rights and free government in legislative halls and newspapers. Since the Stamp Act of 1765, countless ordinary American colonists also heard the same ideals circulating in town meetings, committees of safety, churches, and taverns across the colonies.

In 1823, when Jefferson’s friend James Madison asked what books he had used for the drafting of the Declaration, Jefferson responded, “I do not know. I know only that I turned to neither book nor pamphlet while writing it.” Even if technically accurate, the penman of the Declaration was a highly educated and widely read statesman who borrowed from his extensive knowledge of natural rights and republicanism. He learned these ideas from his reading in ancient history and philosophy, the thinkers of the Enlightenment, the resistance tradition in Protestant Christianity, and from British constitutional history. As he explained to Henry Lee, all the political principles found in the Declaration were based on the ideas he had read “in the elementary books of public right, as Aristotle, Cicero, Locke, Sidney, & c.”

The question of originality was related to a larger important issue. The Declaration was not merely the product of one man who borrowed heavily from contemporary radical Whig sentiments in the air during the resistance against Great Britain or in books he had read. The foundational document was part of a debate, a dialogue, a conversation among the delegates to the Second Continental Congress. His fellow members of the drafting committee, especially Adams and Benjamin Franklin, and the members of Congress changed about one-quarter of the document. The authorship of the Declaration of Independence was part of a moment of deliberative discussion in Independence Hall and across the thirteen colonies as American colonists considered and debated the kind of government they wanted. The idea of national independence and the principles of free government contained in the document were part of a conversation that had taken on a new urgency when the British punished Boston and the colony of Massachusetts for the Boston Tea Party more than two years before.



In the late spring of 1774, the colonists learned that Parliament passed a series of Coercive Acts that stripped Bostonians of their rights. The Boston Port Bill closed Boston Harbor until the colony made restitution for the tea the colonists dumped in its waters. The Massachusetts Government Bill banned town meetings and self-government. The Administration of Justice Bill permitted royal officials accused of capital crimes to be tried in England away from hostile American juries. The Quartering Act permitted British commanders to house soldiers in colonists’ homes. For good measure, the king replaced royal governor Thomas Hutchinson with the British commander of North America, Thomas Gage, to impose his military rule. These acts struck at the very heart of property rights, economic and political liberties, and the rule of law.

The colonists responded swiftly to British injustice, though they were still divided and uncertain how to proceed. Many radicals called for boycotts and defiance in colonial capitals Annapolis, Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, but moderates were still hesitant to take extreme measures. In Williamsburg, Thomas Jefferson, Patrick Henry, Richard Henry Lee, and George Mason called for a day of fasting and prayer to support their Boston brethren, causing royal governor Lord Dunmore to dissolve the House of Burgesses. The colony’s representatives promptly marched to Raleigh Tavern and gathered in an extralegal meeting. They boycotted British goods and answered a call from Boston for a general congress of all the colonies to discuss a unified response.

On September 5, 1774, representatives from twelve colonies convened as the Continental Congress at Carpenter’s Hall in Philadelphia. The assembly demonstrated the growing unity on essential political principles. The members of Congress shared a common purpose of defending the constitutional liberties and sacred rights of Americans and the right to self-government based on the consent of the governed. They differed on the question of their relationship to the mother country, however. Some radicals such as Samuel and John Adams may have envisioned an independent America, but most of the delegates were seeking ways to reconcile with Great Britain and take actions to compel Parliament to revoke its arbitrary measures.

On September 16, Paul Revere rode to Congress carrying the militant Suffolk Resolves, which warned of “the parricide which points the dagger to our bosoms.” They asserted that “that constitution of Britain and the privileges warranted to us in the charter of the province, is totally wrecked, annulled, and vacated.” The Coercive Acts violated the traditional and natural rights the colonists were “justly entitled by the law of nature, the British Constitution, and the charter of the province.” Congress endorsed the resolves and continued its deliberations.

The principles of the resolves aligned nicely with those promulgated by the Congress, but the source of their rights was a contested idea. While a few delegates narrowly focused on the constitutional liberties in the British constitution and colonial charters, most took a more expansive view of rights to include inalienable natural rights. Richard Henry Lee tried to bring the two viewpoints together when he stated, “The rights are built on a fourfold foundation: on nature, on the British constitution, on charters, and on immemorial usage.”

A month later, Congress passed the Declaration of Rights and Grievances, which rested expressly on Henry Lee’s formulation of rights. The Congress began with an assertion of natural rights beyond the reach of government: “That they are entitled to life, liberty, & property, and they have never ceded to any sovereign power whatever, a right to dispose of either without their consent.” The loyal subjects also petitioned for their traditional rights as Englishmen under the British constitution, the common law, and colonial charters. The Congress claimed that “the foundation of English liberty, and of all free government, is a right in the people to participate in their legislative council … they are entitled to a free and exclusive power of legislation in their several provincial legislatures, where their right of representation can alone be preserved.” In other words, colonists could not be taxed without representation.

The Congress spent a significant portion of its time debating and searching to define the exact nature of British authority over the colonies. The delegates did not openly question the colonial relationship with Great Britain, but several moderates from the middle colonies were concerned that the radicals were pressing for independence. On September 28, Pennsylvanian Joseph Galloway proposed a plan of government in which the Americans would receive a third and inferior house of parliament in America but preserve their connection to Britain. The accommodation was attacked by the radicals and ultimately ignored, but it revealed some fissures in Congress. Indeed, Galloway was afraid that he detected the “Spirit of American Independency breathing throughout all of them.”

The Congress was quick to reassure royal authority that it had no designs to separate. Although they protested the “many infringements and violations of the foregoing rights,” they humbly submitted they did so “from an ardent desire, that harmony and mutual intercourse of affection and interest may be restored.” However, harmony and brotherly affection were predicated on the repeal of the oppressive acts. The British were responsible for revoking the laws to restore a peaceful and prosperous relationship with the colonies.

The Congress had the means at their disposal to force the issue. They resorted to the economic pressure that had worked to force Parliament to rescind the Stamp Act and Townshend Acts in the 1760s. Congress applied the usual nonimportation agreement that successfully boycotted British goods in the past. But they ramped up the pressure by adding a non-exportation and a nonconsumption agreement this time to shut down trade completely. The Congress finished their business and pledged to meet again the following May. Little did they expect to be fighting a war in the spring.

The Continental Congress showed that the American colonists were developing a stronger continental identity and unity in the face of British tyranny. They came from colonies with remarkably diverse economic, religious, and cultural characters and were still divided over fundamental questions such as the source of their rights. Moreover, they started to reconsider their allegiances to Great Britain even if most were not yet prepared to make the split.

Over the next few months, the “harmonizing sentiments of the day” were in the air. A seventeen-year-old college student who recently immigrated to the colonies defended the work of the recent Congress and propagated the natural rights republican doctrine. Alexander Hamilton attended New York’s King’s College, which was sympathetic to the Tory view. He wrote two pamphlets responding to A. W. Farmer, the pseudonym of the New York Anglican minister and Tory, Rev. Samuel Seabury. A Full Vindication of the Measures of Congress was Hamilton’s first offering. It represented one of the many articulations of the combination of natural rights with republicanism, or representative government. He wrote that all humans are created equal according to their natures. “That Americans are [e]ntitled to freedom, is incontestable upon every rational principle. All men have one common original: they participate in one common nature, and consequently have one common right.” Just government was based on the republican principle of consent. The British were enslaving the colonists by violating their rights and taking away their consent. “The only distinction between freedom and slavery consists in this: In the former state, a man is governed by the laws to which he has given his consent, either in person, or by his representative: In the latter, he is governed by the will of another.”

Hamilton’s next pamphlet, Farmer Refuted, was probably even more clearly rooted in the ideas of John Locke. Hamilton’s ideas and eloquence foreshadowed the Declaration of Independence. He stated that the most essential God-given rights are by their nature inalienable. “The sacred rights of mankind are not to be rummaged for, among old parchments, or musty records. They are written, as with a sun beam, in the whole volume of human nature, by the hand of divinity itself; and can never be erased or obscured by mortal power.” Civil government was a voluntary compact in which the people gave their consent to be governed by representatives to protect their rights. Quoting English jurist William Blackstone, Hamilton stated, “The principal aim of society is to protect individuals, in the enjoyment of those absolute rights, which were vested in them by the immutable laws of nature.” The sovereign people have a right of rebellion against a government that has attempted to “usurp dominion over a people … to violate that law of nature, which gives every man a right to his personal liberty; and can, therefore, confer no obligation to obedience.”

John Adams simultaneously published similar principles in his Novanglus essays that appeared in the Boston Gazette. Adams wrote in the first essay that “Human nature itself is evermore an advocate for liberty.” He appealed to “the principles of nature and eternal reason; the principles on which the whole government over us now stands.” The British government had broken its end of the social contract and subverted American liberties. The train of events led Americans to resist, but Adams pledged in No. IV that the colonists were not “flattered with the idea of independence.”

In late March 1775, Virginian Patrick Henry spoke at the Second Virginia Convention meeting at St. John’s Church in Richmond. Henry argued that British military occupation meant it was time to go to war to defend their sacred liberties. “I repeat it, sir, we must fight! An appeal to the God of Hosts is all that is left us!” He then uttered his famous words that became a slogan of the American Revolution: “I know not what course others may take; but as for me, give me liberty, or give me death!” Most colonists were still wary of such sentiments at that point and wished instead for a peaceful resolution to the imperial crisis. Events would soon disappoint their hopes.

On the night of April 18, British General Thomas Gage sent redcoats to arrest rebel ringleaders Samuel Adams and John Hancock, and seize weapons at Concord, outside of Boston. Hostilities erupted on the march on Lexington Green, where the British soldiers killed several colonists. In Concord, the redcoats encountered a much larger force of colonial militia, and the resulting clash led to the outbreak of war.

The Second Continental Congress met at the Pennsylvania State House. On May 16, South Carolina’s John Rutledge voiced the central question on everyone’s mind now that the colonies were at war with Great Britain. “Do We aim at independency? Or do We only ask for a Restoration of Rights & putting of Us on Our old footing?” The answer was equivocal. Despite the fact that they were at war, and men were shedding their blood and sacrificing their lives for their country’s liberties, most colonists preferred to end the hostilities and restore the amicable relationship with Britain as faithful subjects.

The question was answered for now by British warships and troops massing in and around Boston. On June 14, the Congress raised a Continental Army, creating the first American army as a measure of unity. The following day, on June 15, Congress unanimously selected George Washington as commander in chief to lead the new army. Washington was selected for several reasons, including the geographical balance he brought to a united colonial war effort that was centered in New England. He was also respected as a war hero from the French and Indian War. Most importantly, he embodied Roman-like virtues, and Congress believed that he would lead as a republican general deferring to the popular government and civil authority. The creation of the Continental Army with Washington as its commander had significant consequences for shaping a national Union and American identity. The officer corps around Washington developed a continental view of America and enjoyed the opportunity to rise through merit and talent rather than acquiring aristocratic commissions. The general also cultivated the patriotic sentiment among the great body of troops from the different American colonies and articulated a clear moral vision of why they fought. The “great Cause we are engaged in,” he told them, was protecting “Life, Liberty, & Property” from a tyrannical foe bent on their destruction.

A few days later, the mostly New England militia ascended Breed’s Hill and built a sturdy redoubt overnight on the heights. The British commanders immediately assembled their units to assault the position. The entrenched colonists repulsed two bloody attacks until they ran out of ammunition and were chased from the field by a redcoat bayonet charge. The British were shocked at suffering over one thousand casualties during the Battle of Bunker Hill and had to revise their opinions about the resolve of the colonists to fight for their cause.

The conflicted feelings and debate within the Congress about the question of independence were evident in its petitions to the king that members deliberated on over the next few weeks. Thomas Jefferson arrived in Congress on June 23 and helped to draft the Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms. Adopted on July 5, the declaration was a decisive statement about colonial defiance on behalf of liberty. “The arms we have been compelled by our enemies to assume, we will, in defiance of every hazard, with unabating firmness and perseverance, employ for the preservation of our liberties; being with one mind resolved to die freemen rather than to live slaves.” Pennsylvanian John Dickinson, author of the 1767 Letters from a Farmer protesting the Townshend Acts, thought Jefferson’s draft was too strident. Dickinson helped moderate the message and assure the king of their faithful intentions. “We mean not to dissolve that union which has so long and so happily subsisted between us, and which we sincerely wish to see restored … We have not raised armies with ambitious designs of separating from Great-Britain, and establishing independent states.”

On the same day, Congress adopted John Dickinson’s Olive Branch Petition, which was entirely dedicated to peaceful reconciliation. Covering much of the same ground as its companion document, the Olive Branch Petition complained of the ministerial oppression that led to war but stated the colonists wished for nothing more than a remaining part of the British Empire. “We not only most ardently desire the former harmony between her and these colonies may be restored, but that a concord may be established between them upon so firm a basis as to perpetuate its blessings.” The petition was a remarkable expression of loyalty in the wake of the bloodshed at the Battles of Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill. More astonishing was the fact that independence would not come for another year almost to the day despite the raging war.

The king made it hard for the colonists to maintain their diffidence on the issue. On August 23, George III issued his Proclamation for Suppressing Rebellion and Sedition. The colonists, he declared, were in a state of “open and avowed rebellion, by arraying themselves in a hostile manner … and traitorously preparing, ordering and levying war against us.” Even though he blamed “dangerous” and “wicked” men for leading the American populace astray, the king did not merely settle for rounding up the ringleaders of the rebellion. Instead, he pledged that the empire was compelled to exert its “utmost endeavours to suppress such rebellion.”

Even more troubling was the king’s address to Parliament on October 26, 1775. He reiterated that the colonies were in a state of rebellion, which was being “manifestly carried on for the purpose of establishing an independent Empire.” He promised to “put a speedy End to these Disorders with the most decisive Exertions,” including even larger armies and warships to crush the rebellion. Word of the king’s address reached the colonies in November and outraged many who had previously wished for a reconciliation. Rhode Island Congressman Samuel Ward wrote that Congress was “ready to declare Ourselves independent.” Samuel Adams thought that it “will necessarily produce the grandest Revolutions the World has ever yet seen.”

Parliament followed up the king’s speech with the Prohibitory Act, which restricted all British trade with the colonies and withdrew the king’s protection of the colonies. John Adams called this an “Act of Independency” and a “compleat Dismemberment” that “makes us independent in Spight of our supplications and Entreaties.”

The British forces in America reinforced the idea of a split through their actions late in 1775 and into 1776. Virginia’s former royal governor Lord Dunmore was aboard Royal Navy ships raiding and plundering the coast when he issued a proclamation declaring martial law and offering freedom to any slave that joined the British forces and bore arms against the colonists. This act stirred fears of a slave rebellion and shocked Virginians, who labeled him “our devil Dunmore.” His forces were blamed for a fire that burned down Norfolk, Virginia, during a barrage. The British also burned Falmouth (present-day Portland, Maine) and bombarded towns along the Connecticut and Rhode Island coasts while the siege of Boston continued. Such outrages paved the way for Americans to consider independence seriously in early 1776. Philadelphia merchant and Congressman Robert Morris opposed independence but noted that the “numerous acts of wanton barbarity & Cruelty perpetrated by the British Forces has prepared Men’s minds for an Independencey, that were shock’d at the idea a few weeks ago.”

Thomas Paine was a failed English corset-maker and writer who immigrated to Philadelphia in late 1774. Paine became a firebrand for American revolutionary principles. He started publishing a newspaper and made the acquaintance of Philadelphia physician and politician Benjamin Rush, who suggested Paine set down his ideas about independence.

Paine wrote a short pamphlet aimed at reaching a mass audience. He wrote in a plain style to attract a broad readership. The colonists were a highly literate population disposed by the talk of rights and the war to listen to him. They were mostly Protestants who read scripture and listened to sermons. Since the odious Stamp Act of 1765, they had read newspapers, essays, and pamphlets decrying taxation without representation. The newspapers and pamphlets were read aloud in public spaces such as coffeehouses, taverns, church grounds, and street corners and debated in vigorous discussions. Paine’s main goal in the forty-six pages of his tract, Common Sense, was to persuade American colonists to declare independence and break with Great Britain.

Paine began his argument by attacking the legitimacy of monarchy itself. He called George III a “royal brute” and attacked hereditary monarchy and aristocracy as “two ancient tyrannies.” Monarchy created unnatural divisions that undermined the equality of all because “a race of men came into the world so exalted above the rest.” As a result, monarchy naturally led to a “thirst for absolute power.” This unnatural form of government gave perpetual preference to rule by a family according to birth rather than consent and representation. In Paine’s critical judgment, “Let the crown … be demolished, and scattered among the people whose right it is.” Popular sovereignty should replace the will of a single ruler.

Paine advocated national independence and a break with Great Britain. Reconciliation at this point was simply a “fallacious dream.” The war had decisively proven that “the blood of the slain, the weeping voice of nature cries, ’TIS TIME TO PART.” He called for the forming of a republican government based on Enlightenment principles where “LAW IS KING.” The purpose of that new government would be to protect liberty, property, and religious freedom. It was the “seedtime of continental union, faith, and honor” for the new republic.

John Adams assessed the arguments of Common Sense and came to a negative opinion, not because he disagreed with Paine’s conclusion but because he envied the notoriety it earned Paine. Adams thought Common Sense was a hack job that stole his thunder and overshadowed his hard work in the Second Continental Congress nudging the Congress toward independence. At best, it was a “tolerable summary of the arguments which I had been repeating again and again in Congress for nine months.” The pamphlet contributed nothing new to the debate, in Adams’s view. “I believe that every [argument] that is in it had been hackneyd in every Conversation public and private, before that Pamphlet was written.” As with the Declaration of Independence, he was blinded by jealousy and missed the point. Adams should have celebrated the profound impact Common Sense had in swaying the public toward independence.

Common Sense was published on January 9, 1776, and became an immediate bestseller. It sold 150,000 copies in twenty-five editions in the American colonies, where the free population was about two million people. Considering that it was shared with friends or read aloud in public, its reach was nearly universal. The effect on the American mind can hardly be overstated.

Ordinary colonists were swept away by its bold declamations. One Connecticut reader used biblical imagery to describe his feelings: “You have declared the sentiments of millions. Your production may justly be compared to a land-flood that sweeps all before it. We were blind, but on reading these enlightening words the scales have fallen from our eyes.” After suffering the siege of Boston for nearly a year, one Massachusetts reader stated the pamphlet had tipped the scales in favor of independence: “Every sentiment has sunk into my well prepared heart.”

Common Sense made a significant impact on the thinking in the capital and on members of Congress. John Hancock observed that it “makes much talk here,” and Franklin that it “has made a great Impression here.” Edmund Randolph said that it “put the torch to combustibles” because it stirred the general sentiments circulating in the colonies. One Philadelphia observer noted the immediate impact it had on the Congress and talk in public spaces around the city by advancing “the progress of the idea of Colonial independence in three weeks or a month.”

In the field squaring off against the enemy, General Washington linked the burning of American cities to the inflammatory rhetoric of Paine’s pamphlet in driving Americans to independence. “A few more of such flaming arguments as were exhibited at Falmouth and Norfolk, added to the sound doctrine and unanswerable reasoning contained in the pamphlet Common Sense, will not leave members [of Congress] at a loss to decide upon the propriety of separation.”

Common Sense decisively shifted the public debate in favor of considering independence. Over the next few months, representatives in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and each of the other colonial capitals wrestled with the question. Samuel Adams was pleased by the course of events. “The Child Independence is now struggling for Birth. I trust that in a short time it will be brought forth, and in Spite of Pharaoh all America shall hail the dignified stranger.” The “child” was born in the dialogue between the local and national politics as state legislatures sent instructions to their delegations in Congress.

During the spring of 1776, South Carolina and New Hampshire wrote constitutions creating independent state governments. Provincial Chief Justice William Henry Drayton in late April thought it made South Carolina “independent of Royal authority.” John Adams thought the examples would “Spread through all the rest of the Colonies like Electric Fire.” He saw that consensus was building for independence: “The Colonies are all at this Moment turning their Eyes, that Way. Vast Majorities in all the Colonies now see the Propriety and Necessity of taking the decisive steps.” However, he predicted that some opponents were so afraid of change that they were blind to the obvious designs of providence for American independence in recent events.

Adams and the rest of Congress eagerly encouraged all the colonies to follow the examples of South Carolina and New Hampshire and write constitutions. On May 10, the Second Continental Congress adopted a resolution for the colonial assemblies and conventions of the people throughout the colonies to “adopt such government as shall, in the opinion of the representatives of the people, best conduce to the happiness and safety of their constituents in particular and America in general.” Adams emphasized the importance of such an act for the creation of republican self-government and his own role in it. “This Resolution I considered as an Epocha, a decisive Event. It was a measure which I had invariably pursued for a whole Year.”

Five days later, Adams added his own even more radical preamble that was published with the resolution on May 15. “It is necessary that the exercise of every kind of authority under the said Crown should be totally suppressed, and all the powers of government exerted under the authority of the people of the colonies, for the preservation of internal peace, virtue, and good order, as well as for the defense of their lives, liberties, and properties.” This bold declaration was essentially an expression of a break from British authority and the making of American sovereignty. He wrote excitedly to his wife Abigail that this measure was “independence itself.” Taken together, the preamble and resolution were in his estimate, “the most important Resolution, that ever was taken in America.” It was a “compleat Separation” and “a total absolute Independence.” Adams was not merely inflating his role in independence. Delegate Thomas Stone of Maryland perceived the significance of what had occurred. “The Dye is cast. The fatal Stab is given to any future Connection between this Country & Britain.”

Events were moving quickly in the colonial capitals. On May 15, the representative governing body for Virginia was meeting in its fifth popular convention. The delegates voted unanimously to instruct its delegates in Congress to introduce a motion in Philadelphia “to declare the United Colonies free and independent states, absolved from all allegiance to, or dependence upon, the crown or parliament of Great Britain.” The Virginia Convention duly appointed a committee to draft a state constitution and a declaration of rights. The citizens of Williamsburg celebrated by firing cannons, marching in parades, and pulling down the Union Jack from the Capitol cupola. Other capitals, though not all, sent instructions to support independence.

On June 7, Richard Henry Lee rose in Congress and offered a resolution for consideration. Lee was a renowned orator who spoke with dramatic gestures that were emphasized by a mangled right hand covered by a black silk handkerchief. The resolution was a bombshell in the Congress. “That these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent States, that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.” Other parts of his resolution included a call for “the most effectual measures for forming foreign Alliances” and a “plan of confederation.”

An acrimonious debate on the floor of the statehouse played out over the next two days. Dickinson, Robert Livingston, Edward Rutledge, and James Wilson vigorously opposed the measure. They were generally skeptical of a break with Great Britain and hoped to reconcile still, despite the war. They maintained that the Congress must wait for the “voice of the people” before it could take any decisive steps toward independence. Dickinson insisted that the question demanded a “full & free Consent of the People plainly exprest.” After all, Delaware, Maryland, New Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania had not yet authorized their delegations to vote for independence. Rutledge thought talk of separation from the world’s most powerful and prosperous empire was foolhardy beyond reason. He wrote privately that “No reason could be assigned for pressing into this measure, but the reason of every madman.”

Lee, the Virginian George Wythe, and John Adams responded that “the people wait for us to lead the way.” The war was raging, the king had put the colonies out of his protection, and declaring independence would simply recognize a fact that almost everyone could see. “It would be vain to wait either weeks or months for perfect unanimity, since it was impossible that all men should ever become of one sentiment on any question,” they averred.

Faced with this impasse, Congress deferred the vote on the motion for independence until July 1. Meanwhile, Congress appointed a committee to draft a Declaration of Independence. The members included John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Robert Livingston, and Roger Sherman.

The committee delegated the responsibility of drafting the document to Adams and Jefferson. Adams deferred to Jefferson, who had only arrived at the Congress in mid-May. Jefferson only reluctantly accepted the task because he wished to return to Williamsburg to join the convention in writing a state constitution. With some understatement, he told Thomas Nelson that writing a constitution and creating a new government was “a work of the most interesting nature.” At this point in time, he thought this would be his enduring contribution to the American Revolution and path to immortal fame as a lawgiver.

Jefferson was asked to be on the committee because all the other delegates knew the elegance of his pen. He had written the influential Summary View of the Rights of British North America in 1774. In that pamphlet, he described the natural rights basis of consensual republican government. The American colonists were “a free people claiming their rights, as derived from the laws of nature, and not as the gift of their chief magistrate.” Those colonists were justified in resisting the “many unwarrantable encroachments and usurpations … upon those rights which God and the laws have given equally and independently to all.” He concluded with a forceful reflection on human nature: “The God who gave us life gave us liberty at the same time; the hand of force may destroy, but cannot disjoin them.” These principles had shaped Jefferson’s thinking when he wrote Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms the previous summer and were instrumental in his drafting of the Declaration of Independence.

Adams later described why he deferred to Jefferson in drafting the Declaration of Independence. Adams admitted that his “constant zeal” in pushing hard for independence for a year made him rather obnoxious and marked him as a radical among his fellow delegates. Fearful that his composition would be more closely scrutinized for personal reasons, he allowed his more congenial companion to assume the task. Most importantly, he noted, in a rare note of humility, “I had a great opinion of the elegance of his pen and none at all of my own.”

Jefferson proceeded to compose the Declaration of Independence at the Jacob Graff lodging house, at Philadelphia’s Seventh and Market Streets. He used a small writing desk that fit on his lap. He did not have a copy of John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government or the ancient works of Aristotle or Cicero with him while he wrote. He did not need them because his broad reading had deeply informed his thinking about the ideas about government and political principles contained in those books. As he later admitted, his thinking was also an expression of “the American mind” and the “harmonizing sentiments” of the public debate for a decade. Jefferson probably did read the Virginia Declaration of Rights, published in the June 12 edition of the Pennsylvania Gazette. The Virginia Convention had answered the call of Congress in May for the individual colonies to write constitutions.

George Mason was the main author of the Virginia Declaration of Rights. The document affirmed natural rights and the creation of free government to protect those rights. The first section began in a similar fashion to the Declaration of Independence. “That all men are by nature equally free and independent and have certain inherent rights, of which, when they enter into a state of society, they cannot, by any compact, deprive or divest their posterity; namely, the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring and possessing property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety.” The one difference with the Declaration of Independence was that the Virginia delegates who were slaveholders recognized the significance of declaring all individuals equal in their rights on the institution of slavery. Therefore, they included the caveat about “entering into a state of society.” They believed that was a clever way to disabuse the idea that slaves possessed rights under their document—since the slaves were not considered a part of society.

The second section stated that all sovereign power was vested in and derived from the people. The people formed a social compact to form a government to protect their rights. “That government is, or ought to be, instituted for the common benefit, protection, and security of the people.” If that government abused the people’s rights or failed in its purpose, “a majority of the community has an indubitable, inalienable, and indefeasible right to reform, alter, or abolish it, in such manner as shall be judged most conducive to the public weal.”

The rest of the Virginia Declaration of Rights was permeated with republican principles: separation of powers, free and regular elections, limited government, trial by jury, and the rights of the accused. “The freedom of the press” was clearly defined as “one of the great bulwarks of liberty, and can never be restrained but by despotic governments.” Whereas Mason initially introduced a clause for the liberal-minded Enlightenment principle of religious toleration, young James Madison added the remarkable innovation of religious liberty as a natural right. “All men are equally entitled to the free exercise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience.”

The Virginia Declaration of Rights was a watershed document of liberty and self-government. However, it included the responsibilities of citizenship and classical virtues required of a free and sovereign people. “That no free government, or the blessings of liberty, can be preserved to any people but by a firm adherence to justice, moderation, temperance, frugality, and virtue and by frequent recurrence to fundamental principles.” The delegates in Williamsburg no less than those at the national congress in Philadelphia universally concurred that republican government necessitated a virtuous people.

In Philadelphia, Jefferson reportedly completed his handiwork and submitted it to Adams and Franklin for edits. They may have looked at two successive drafts, making more extensive corrections to the former than the latter. On Friday, June 28, the committee submitted it to the Congress, where it was read and laid on a table for examination.

As a vast armada of British ships sailed from Halifax with tens of thousands of redcoats and Hessian mercenaries bound for New York, the Second Continental Congress gathered for four fateful days that would alter the course of American and world history. Yet, even on July 1, independence was not a forgone conclusion. While Maryland’s assent for its delegates to vote for independence arrived via express rider that morning, the votes of Delaware, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and South Carolina were still uncertain. Only nine votes were required for independence, but everyone knew that unanimity
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“The principles not only withstand the test of time but bind us together.”
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