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Franklin, Adams, and Jefferson drafting the Declaration of Independence at Jefferson’s lodgings on Market Street in Philadelphia, painted by Jean Leon Gerome Ferris.
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1776

“We hold these truths to be sacred…”

Sacred? No. That doesn’t sound right.

But that’s how Thomas Jefferson wrote it in his first draft.

Benjamin Franklin, who was on the five-person drafting committee with Jefferson, crossed out “sacred,” using the heavy backslash marks he had often used as a printer, and wrote in “self-evident.” The declaration they were writing was intended to herald a new type of nation, one in which our rights are based on reason, not the dictates or dogma of religion.

But then the sentence invokes the “Creator.” In Jefferson’s first draft, he wrote that men are created equal and “from that equal creation they derive rights.” That phrase is crossed out, this time with a different pen, and replaced with “endowed by their Creator” with rights. Given Jefferson’s skeptical views on religion, it does not seem like a phrase he would use. It was probably suggested by John Adams, whose religious views were more conventional.

Thus we see, in the editing of the second sentence of the Declaration of Independence, our Founders balancing the role of divine providence and that of reason in determining our rights.

It became the greatest sentence ever crafted by human hand.


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.



On its 250th birthday, each of its words and concepts bears scrutiny and appreciation.
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We

Let’s start at the beginning: the word We.

The first word of the sentence is also the first word in our Constitution, drafted eleven years later, which begins, “We the people…”

That phrase, We the people, is as profound as it is simple. Our governance is based not on the divine right of kings or the power imposed by emperors and conquerors. It is based on a compact, a social contract, that we the people have entered into.

Let’s hold off, for the moment, addressing the question that women, Blacks, Native Americans, and others might ask: “What do you mean we?” We’ll deal with that when we get to the discussion of “all men.” For now, let’s focus on the idea that the authority of any government, since the dawn of civilization, should be based on the concept of a social contract.

Social contract theory gained currency during the Enlightenment, beginning in the seventeenth century. The English philosopher Thomas Hobbes, in his 1651 book, Leviathan, hypothesized that humans in primitive times lived in “a state of nature,” with no government. Lacking rules, this “anarchic war of all against all” meant that life for most people was “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.” In order to emerge from this state of nature, people eventually came together and agreed to submit themselves to governing authorities.

The Founders, and in particular Jefferson, were mainly influenced by a version of the social contract theory that was developed by John Locke in his 1689 Second Treatise of Government. “The only way whereby any one divests himself of his natural liberty, and puts on the bonds of civil society, is by agreeing with other men to join and unite into a community for their comfortable, safe, and peaceable living one amongst another, in a secure enjoyment of their properties,” he wrote.

The Scottish philosopher David Hume refined the concept in his 1748 essay, “Of the Original Contract,” by explaining how governments derive their authority. “The people, if we trace government to its first origin in the woods, are the source of all power and jurisdiction, and voluntarily, for the sake of peace and order, abandoned their native liberty and received laws,” he wrote. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, whose 1762 book, The Social Contract, Jefferson had in his library, defined the we as the general will of the people: “Each of us puts his person and all his power in common under the supreme direction of the general will.”

Jefferson was invoking this collective will, not just the will of the sixty men gathered in Philadelphia, when he began his sentence, “We hold these truths…”
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Self-Evident Truths

What did Franklin mean when he deleted “sacred and undeniable” in Jefferson’s draft and put in the phrase “self-evident”?

That phrase has a very specific meaning in analytic philosophy, more than just a fancy way to say “obvious.” The concept was developed by Franklin’s close friend Hume.

In 1759, when Franklin was in Britain to lobby for the rights of the colonies, he visited Scotland and got to know Hume, the greatest English-language philosopher of his era. They began a regular correspondence on matters ranging from how new words get invented to the best way to construct a lightning rod, and Franklin regularly sent him wry tales about human foibles that he had written for his Poor Richard’s Almanack or for the amusement of friends.

In hopes of enlisting Hume to the side of the colonies in their disputes with Britain, Franklin visited him in Edinburgh in late 1771 and ended up staying for more than a month. Hume had just built a new house, and he boasted that the sheep’s head soup made by his cook was the best in Europe. “David Hume, agreeable to the precepts of the gospel, has received the stranger and I now live with him,” Franklin reported to a friend. They spent their evenings together discussing ideas of natural rights, social contracts, and the revolutionary stirrings rising in the American colonies.

Hume developed a theory, later known as “Hume’s fork,” that there are two types of truths. One type is “synthetic” truths, which are statements whose truth is contingent on empirical evidence and observations. For example, “London is bigger than Philadelphia.” The other type is “analytic” truths, ones that are true by reason and definition. For example, “All bachelors are unmarried.” To confirm a synthetic truth, you have to observe real-world facts, such as calculating how many people live in London compared to Philadelphia. But that is not the case with analytic truths. To know that all bachelors are unmarried, you do not have to go around surveying bachelors to see if any of them have wives. “Propositions of this kind are discoverable by the mere operation of thought,” Hume wrote. Their truth is self-evident.

By labeling as self-evident the truths in their sentence, Franklin and the drafting committee implied that they were true by definition, “discoverable by the mere operation of thought,” not contingent on observations. For example, the statement that men are created equal did not arise from observing different people and determining whether they were indeed equal; it instead derived from the fact that they all are autonomous individuals who were “created equally free and independent,” as explained in the Virginia Declaration of Rights, written by George Mason a month before the Declaration of Independence.

But let’s be honest. Labeling their assertions of “these truths” as “self-evident” was not entirely correct. They were, in fact, quite controversial, even revolutionary.
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All Men

All men. A phrase that seems on the surface to be very inclusive was, in fact, very restrictive, and its eventual expansion, in fits and starts, is a key element in the narrative of America.

Did the Founders mean the word men to refer to all humankind?

The words man and men have often been used, historically and to some extent today, to refer to humankind in general. “Man is a social animal,” Aristotle said. The Greek word he used, ánthrōpos, can be translated as man but refers to all humans. Locke writes of “the dignity of man.” The French Assembly, when it launched its own revolution in 1789, titled its manifesto “The Rights of Man.” In Old English, the word wer was used for a male and wīf was used for a female, while the word mann generally meant any person, male or female, young or old.

Is this what the Founders meant when they used the phrase “all men”? Did they mean it to refer to all people?

Actually, no. Even if the rhetorical flourish of “all men” conveyed a broad scope, they consciously and intentionally did not mean in most instances to include women, slaves, Native Americans, and in some cases even non–property owners.

Free women were accorded some rights at the time, but not the rights to vote, hold office, or have full property ownership. The major thinkers of the Enlightenment, most notably Rousseau, argued that women’s roles were domestic and subordinate to the roles of men.

The Continental Congress never debated the issue of women’s political rights. Abigail Adams famously urged her husband, John, in 1776 to “remember the ladies” and not give men “unlimited power” over women. But John wrote back, “I cannot but laugh… We know better than to repeal our Masculine systems.”
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Created Equal

When the drafters declared that “all men are created equal,” they made it clear that they intended this assertion to be a “self-evident” truth, based on reason, not a truth based on observation. People differ widely in their talents and abilities. But the drafters’ point was that all men were autonomous individuals in the state of nature and came together to create the social contract. As a result, they all were equal in terms of the political and social rights that arose from that contract.

Specifically, the Founders were rejecting the idea, fundamental in the British system, that there were certain hereditary social classes, beginning with the royalty and aristocracy, that had more rights than other classes.

But in making this argument, they had to wrestle with the fact that there was one hereditary class of people in the American colonies who were considered property, not equal creations. In 1776, there were about 500,000 enslaved people in the colonies, which was one-fifth of the population.

The Virginia Declaration of Rights, adopted just as Jefferson and his committee were beginning work in June 1776, tried to finesse the glaring contradiction. Its author, George Mason, originally wrote, “All Men are created equally free and independent and have certain inherent natural Rights.” That was amended to add the clause “when they enter into a state of society.” The amendment was proposed explicitly to exclude slaves.

Jefferson didn’t use this dodge. He simply wrote, “All men are created equal and independant,” and then, making it even
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