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			Introduction

		

		
			“It is not a matter of indifference that the minds of the people be enlightened.”

			—Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws

			In perhaps the most memorable passage from the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson wrote, “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.” Americans today accept these expressions of human identity as a form of political blood: always present within us, yet hidden just out of view until some attack or injury brings them to the surface. Those who possess American citizenship upon birth know the lifelong joy of those federally protected freedoms. And for more than two centuries, those born into more oppressive systems, the “huddled masses yearning to breathe free,” have clamored to our shores, hoping for access to those same rights.

			The expressions of our freedom printed in the Declaration have been an inspiration to hundreds of millions since they were first penned back in the late eighteenth century. But as with most beneficial elements available in abundance, and at little cost to the recipients, the temptation to take these liberties for granted is overwhelming. Such passive sentiments have long been a concern. President Truman, speaking less than a decade after America achieved a worldwide military victory, cautioned the nation against this species of apathy. “We find it hard to believe,” said Truman at a dedication ceremony for the National Archives building that currently houses both the Declaration and the US Constitution, “that liberty could ever be lost in this country. But it can be lost, and it will be, if the time ever comes when these documents are regarded not as the supreme expression of our profound belief, but merely as curiosities in glass cases.”1

			President Truman’s concerns harken back thousands of years, to the warnings Moses gave the Israelites just before they crossed into the Promised Land. If the stories in Exodus are to be believed, there should have been no people more inclined to abide in their faith than the Israelites. Here was a nation rescued from slavery by God himself, and led by a literal pillar of fire through the parted waters of the Red Sea. But those events were forty years in the past, and Moses knew that the people were prone to stray. Calling them back to the promises and commands of God, he implored his hearers to “fix these words of mine in your hearts and minds; tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. Teach them to your children, talking about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates, so that your days and the days of your children may be many in the land the Lord swore to give your ancestors, as many as the days that the heavens are above the earth.”2

			The Declaration of Independence is the closest thing that the secular government of the United States has to the promises of God. But it’s not enough for that charter to just sit there in the National Archives Rotunda; it was designed to get out and move among the people. The natural rights it describes should be fixed in our hearts and minds, and taught to our children. We should speak of them when we sit at home, and when we walk along the road, so essential are they to our liberty and national existence. Yet we live today in extraordinarily unenlightened times. We send more people into college than ever, yet produce fewer scholars. We have access to the most technologically advanced tools the world has ever seen, yet most have virtually no understanding of elementary science. Our connected devices give us unparalleled access to the whole of human knowledge, yet our minds contain little more than the key plotlines from Game of Thrones.

			Francis Hopkinson, one of the signers of the Declaration, claimed that the typical American of his day “reads political disquisitions and learns the great outlines of his rights as a man and as a citizen.”3 Perhaps he overstated things a bit. And yet, we understand instinctively that America’s political leaders from the colonial era produced something that is beyond the creative grasp of our present elected officials. The Second Continental Congress that ratified the Declaration benefited from having geniuses like Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin in their midst. But they also had something more, something that Jefferson called the “harmonizing sentiments of the day.”4

			Those harmonizing sentiments hung in the colonial air thanks to the Enlightenment, a period of intellectual, scientific, and political growth that dominated much of the eighteenth century. While our natural rights have always existed—the Creator, after all, endowed us with the benefits of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness—the Enlightenment writers possessed the philosophical depth to understand these rights, and communicated them through books and pamphlets that eventually transformed the world. They did it all in a time without the internet, without high-speed communications, and without modern comforts such as electric lights, lending libraries, or accommodating heads of state.

			Applying those ideals in the face of an out-of-control Parliament and an overbearing monarch was not an easy task, nor a safe one. The basic truths coming out of the Enlightenment were not always popular—at least one key liberty-minded author was sentenced to death for suggesting that the people had more authority than the king.5 The founders understood the risks, but they also understood that they could not “doze, or set supinely indifferent on the brink of Destruction, while the Iron Hand of Oppression is daily tearing the choicest Fruit from the fair Tree of Liberty.”6

			That generation proved themselves worthy to the cause of liberty, and we are the direct beneficiaries of their bravery. While few Americans today may read political disquisitions, the sources that Jefferson and his fellow compatriots used to inform George III of his lost American colonies still exist today. And thanks to the very freedoms those sources promised, we have unparalleled access to those works, the freedom of speech with which to discuss them openly, and the benefits of the founders’ thoughts to guide us through some of the more complex portions.

			This book offers an introductory look at some of the most important and influential of those sources, some stretching clear back to the founding of Western civilization. The Declaration of Independence, with its cogent summaries of Enlightenment ideals, provides the foundation for this grand tour. As we pass through each sentence and clause of its text, we’ll investigate the primary sources and historical events that Thomas Jefferson and the other congressional delegates relied on to craft that treasonous document.

			The Declaration content printed in this book comes from the engrossed copy that most of us are familiar with today, the one that the signers attached their names to in boldness and ink. There are other versions that predate this edition, mostly rough drafts provided by the Committee of Five to the full Congress. While there will be occasional references to parts of those earlier productions, most of what you read here will be from the official, ratified form of the text.

			As for the primary sources that support the Declaration, you will encounter lengthy quotes from these works in their original forms, bad spelling and all. In some cases, especially when this book has relied on modern editions of those classics, relevant quotes may appear in a modified form, as passed on through those edited versions. For works originally in a language other than English, the format provided by the translator is employed.

			Another archaic import comes through the various dates referenced throughout the book. The transition from the Julian calendar to the Gregorian calendar in 1752 resulted in the loss of eleven days, and a glance at any official colonial calendar from that year will include a foreshortened September, with the fourteenth day of that month immediately following the second. Some writers who published content after that change would retroactively adjust older dates by those missing eleven days, employing a “New Style” instead of an “Old Style” dating system. For example, although George Washington’s mother gave birth to him on what she thought was February 11, 1731, we who live beyond the calendar adjustment celebrate his birth a bit later, on February 22, 1732.

			But wait a minute—or a full week-and-a-half if you prefer. Washington was born in 1731, but moderns call it 1732. That’s because of a second calendar trick in use between 1155 to 1752, where January 1 to March 24 of each new year (just before the feast of the Annunciation on March 25) retained the anno Domini of the year that proceeded it. And what’s worse, these departures from the Julian and Annunciation calendar standards occurred at varying times across Europe and the colonies.

			All this is to say that the dates included in this book rely on calendar norms used by primary and secondary sources relevant to each topic. That is, I punted. Most modern scholars will employ New Style dates, adjusted for Gregorian purposes, and shifting the start of each year to January 1. But if some post-transition author retained the Old Style dating system, I deferred to that expert.

			While these caveats are like mother’s milk to history buffs and computer geeks, myself included, they fortunately have little impact on the core concern of the book, which is: We need the Declaration of Independence now more than ever. The world seems to get stranger each year, and some days it’s difficult to distinguish between frantic newspaper headlines and frantic social media ­memes. And yet, the Declaration remains, complete with its assurance that the rights we possess are not only natural and appropriate for invocation when seeking redress of grievances from the government, but they are entirely self-evident.
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			Chapter One

		

		
			Origin and Preamble

		

		
			The language and ideas that Thomas Jefferson placed into the text of the Declaration grew out of his long interaction with both literary classics and modern works by Enlightenment writers. Limiting the various influences on the document to written sources alone, however, would discount Jefferson’s own intellectual contributions, not to mention the ongoing conflict that provided the raison d’être for crafting the work in the first place. Those immediate sources—the rising tension between the colonies and Great Britain, the power-altering Seven Years’ War that ended a decade earlier, and the technological changes that made Britain even consider playing a larger role in American affairs from across an ocean—all of these and more were just as relevant as those monumental books in giving Jefferson the understanding of mankind’s natural rights, and of how those rights play out in societies.

			It is therefore instructive to take a quick pass through the history of the late eighteenth century as experienced in the New World. The opening lines of the Declaration provide a perfect opportunity for such a review, focused as they are on dates, authorities, and social structures at an international level. These elements, while often viewed as boilerplate and perfunctory to the main business of the text, nonetheless give the writing context and support. A similar document crafted by, say, the New York legislature a year earlier would have had a very different purpose and import, even if some of the components remained the same.

			Origin of Authority

			In Congress,

			In modern American parlance, “Congress” is a proper noun that identifies the official legislative body of the United States, as in, “Can you believe what Congress did this time?” But in the opening words of the Declaration, the term appears within a standalone prepositional phrase. It’s not a passive, descriptive term, but an expression of action, whereby the individual colonies sent forth delegates of their own choosing into a representative assembly, “in Congress,” for a specific active purpose, and under the authority granted by those delegating colonies. The power vested in the Second Continental Congress to make decisions in the name of the thirteen colonies, decisions as drastic and permanent as separation from the empire of Great Britain, is an indirect power derived from those same colonies.

			Although Jefferson will address the meaty topic of how governmental power derives from the “consent of the governed” in an upcoming paragraph, these two opening words provide an appetizer, preparing the reader’s political and intellectual palate for the full course to come. In this innocent, almost throw-away line about the type of intercolonial gathering that produced the document, the Continental Congress is already establishing the true source of authority for independence: the people. The human vitality of the Congress is found in its delegates, who were selected by the representative bodies of each colony or plantation, which in turn were called and elected by the enfranchised citizens of those colonies. That is, by the people.

			This idea that the people are the source of a political region’s power was not universally accepted, but had solid support in England and its American colonies. Even King George and the Parliament accepted it as a given, since it was one of the conceptual supports for the English Bill of Rights of 1689, where the monarch was found to be subject not just to law, but to Parliament and its House of Commons, and thus to the people themselves.

			For the men gathering in Philadelphia in 1776, there was perhaps no better presentation of this authority than John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government. Locke wrote that men are naturally free and independent in a nongovernmental state of nature. But for their mutual benefit and protection, they voluntarily come together in political society, or commonwealth. “The great end of men’s entering into society,” says Locke,

			being the enjoyment of their properties in peace and safety, and the great instrument and means of that being the laws established in that society; the first and fundamental positive law of all common-wealths is the establishing of the legislative power…. This legislative is not only the supreme power of the common-wealth, but sacred and unalterable in the hands where the community have once placed it; nor can any edict of any body else, in what form soever conceived, or by what power soever backed, have the force and obligation of a law, which has not its sanction from that legislative which the public has chosen and appointed: for without this the law could not have that, which is absolutely necessary to its being a law, the consent of the society, over whom no body can have a power to make laws, but by their own consent.1

			This wasn’t always the dominant view within Britain. Before the Glorious Revolution in 1688, British monarchs advanced the notion of the divine right of kings, where God himself ordained the political legitimacy of the ruler, or more often, of a bloodline of rulers. This view placed the natural rights of some individuals—those in the royal line of succession—above all others. A toned-down variation of this right appears in Leviathan, the political theory of Thomas Hobbes.2 Describing the nature of a commonwealth nearly forty years before Locke, Hobbes (who rejected a pure divine right of kings) identified the people as the source of political power, but advocated the permanent and unalterable transfer of that power into the hands of a Sovereign. While this political perspective was rejected by the time of George III, his reign came just a few generations after it ceased to be the norm, and those ideas from before the rise of William and Mary in the late seventeenth century would certainly have offered powerful temptations. Putting the Declaration’s opening focus on the Congress of the people places the entire authority for the decision of independence where the signers wanted it: with the people.

			Document Date

			July 4, 1776.

			The Fourth of July is as American as apple pie, and the elation with which people celebrate the day even two centuries later rivals Christmas in the reverence attributed to it. When the delegates finally made a commitment to declare independence from England, John Adams felt such emotion over the cause that he wrote to his wife Abigail, assuring her that future generations would recall the day “with Pomp and Parade, with Shews, Games, Sports, Guns, Bells, Bonfires and Illuminations from one End of this Continent to the other from this Time forward forever more.” Yes, that glorious day, “the Second Day of July 1776, will be the most memorable Epocha, in the History of America.”3

			Of course, we don’t celebrate the Second Day of July at all, but instead reserve our excitement for July 4. But Adams’s statement is not surprising, given the flurry of activity surrounding the decision for independence, and the multiple important actions and votes needed to reach the final, engrossed document. A quick review of the key dates and events leading up to the Declaration of Independence as we know it today is essential in understanding the environment and mindset in which Jefferson penned the core text of the document.

			October 1066 • Norman Conquest of England

			England’s King Edward “The Confessor” died in January 1066, but the lack of a direct heir did not stop several powerful men from insisting that they deserved the throne. The subsequent battle for power included a string of invasions from regional kingdoms, with royal hopefuls hailing from as far away as Norway. Eventually, Duke William II of Normandy gained the upper hand and ascended to power, styled as William the Conqueror.

			William did not come alone, but brought aristocrats from the mainland, who quickly displaced the vanquished Anglo-Saxon rulers. Some of the former residents sought friendlier environments in nearby lands, including Ireland and Scotland. Leadership, land ownership, language, culture, and the overall makeup of the nation changed significantly throughout the next several centuries.

			June 15, 1215 • Magna Carta

			Tensions between King John and rebel barons in the northern and eastern portions of England were quickly heading toward the military option, stemming in large part from John’s harsh ruling style, his belief that royals were above law, and national financial losses in the recent Battle of Bouvines. The Magna Carta Libertatum was an attempt by the barons to impose restraints on the monarch. This contract established limits on regal power, and formalized the previously optional council of landowners that advised the king, a group that eventually became England’s Parliament.

			Although the peace established by the Magna Carta didn’t last even three months, John’s death by a sudden illness just one month into the battle led to acceptance of a revised charter under young Henry III. New variations of the document appeared over the centuries, though with the rise of a structured Parliament and a stronger monarchy, the Magna Carta took a back seat until the sixteenth century, when it was used to help argue against the divine right of kings.

			April 10, 1606 • Royal Colonial Charter

			James I granted the first two colonial charters for settlement in North America, in 1606. (An earlier charter issued by Elizabeth I to Sir Walter Raleigh in 1584 had ended in failure, with the death or resignation of settlers on Roanoke Island, in present-day North Carolina.) One of James’s charters went to the London Company, authorizing its stockholders to establish a single hundred-square-mile settlement; the first wave of adventurers arrived one year later in Jamestown, Virginia. In parallel with the London Company’s grant, the king also authorized the Plymouth Company to set up a similar opportunity north of those claimed by the Virginia group. It took them more than a decade and a reorganization of their corporation before they could establish a settlement in Massachusetts, in 1620.

			The Crown continued to generate charters and land grants for various North American lands, with the last American charter issued to Georgia in 1732. Some modern states, including New York and New Jersey, were acquired by England through war with the Dutch, their initial structures stemming from non-British grants. Other states, such as the Carolinas and Maryland, were carved out of Virginia by royal decree and granted through letters patent as patronage to aristocrats and associates of the various kings. The last active charter, the one belonging to Rhode Island, ceased its authority in 1843.

			December 16, 1689 • English Bill of Rights

			The Catholic sentiments of James II, and his close ties with France, did not sit well with members of Parliament, who viewed the king’s rule as an imposition of the Holy Roman Empire into the British Isles. When the king favored his newborn Catholic son over his Protestant daughter Mary (the rightful heir), the Tories in Parliament banded together with Mary’s husband William of Orange to capture the throne. James II escaped to France with his wife in December 1688, a Glorious Revolution that installed William and Mary as co-monarchs.

			To avoid a renewal of former abuses and foreign intrusions into British politics, Parliament passed the English Bill of Rights. The document defined the basic civil rights of British citizens, and established limits on royal power, subjecting some actions of the king to parliamentary approval. For example, the king could no longer disband Parliament at will, nor could he impose taxes without a vote of the House of Commons. The document also guaranteed trial by jury, the right to petition the king for redress of grievances, and a mandate for the free election of legislators. The violation of these and other rights by George III helped drive Americans toward independence.

			1696 • Board of Trade

			To assist him with the administration of his overseas dominions, William III established The Lords Commissioners of Trade and Foreign Plantations, a formalization of an advisory function dating back to 1622. Known colloquially as the Board of Trade, this extension of the king’s privy council managed the Crown’s American lands with an assumption of supreme authority and control. In the king’s name, they altered charters, issued instructions to royal governors that rankled local legislatures and patriot citizens, and worked with Parliament to impose England’s will on the American colonies.

			1620 to 1789 • Age of Enlightenment

			As the Renaissance drew to a close, a new era of scientific and philosophical Enlightenment began in earnest with Francis Bacon’s formalization of the experimental scientific method, in 1620.4 Advances in biology, chemistry, mathematics, and astronomy, made universal through the miracle of printing press communications, brought with it a parallel expansion in philosophical and religious thought. In the political realm, Enlightenment writers outlined a basic foundation of individual and commonwealth rights, one that insisted on government structures under the control of the governed.

			Many of the philosophical principles embodied in the Declaration stem from writings created during this Age of Reason, including works published right up to the Second Continental Congress. Some of the key works include Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651), Algernon Sidney’s Discourses Concerning Government (1680, the publication of which helped seal Sidney’s royal execution), John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government (1689), Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws (1748), Denis Diderot’s multi-volume encyclopedia (1751–1772), and Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1776). The Enlightenment came to an end with the French Revolution in 1789.

			1754 to 1763 • Seven Years’ War

			The Seven Years’ War, and its North American theater known as the French and Indian War, changed dramatically the relationship between England and its American provinces. The colonists were natural allies of the British troops fighting against French forces in New France (present-day eastern Canada) and the Ohio River valley. With the help of George Washington and other local generals, England won the war, and took over control of former French dominions on the continent. Thomas Gage, who fought alongside Washington and later became both the commander-in-chief of all British forces in North America and the much-despised governor of Massachusetts, rose to prominence in his role as the military governor of Montreal after the war.

			Despite Great Britain’s victory, the war’s toll was enormous, especially the resulting financial burden. To help pay for the monetary outlays, Parliament imposed a series of tax bills on its citizens, including those in America who lacked a representative presence in the House of Commons. Some of those earlier bills were repealed, but not quickly enough to quell the rising American distaste for British meddling in what were viewed as local matters stemming from obvious civil rights.

			October 25, 1760 • Ascension of George III

			In the midst of a pan-European conflict, George III took over as monarch of both England and Ireland upon the death of his father, George II. The third ruler from the House of Hanover, and the first of this royal line born and raised in England and in English, King George III’s reign included repeated military conflicts on an imperial scale. Despite the loss of its American holdings and the mental illness that plagued its monarch in his later years, England under George III exercised increasing world dominance, culminating in the defeat of Napoleon’s troops at Waterloo in 1815.

			March 22, 1765 • Stamp Act

			In the aftermath of the Seven Years’ War and its associated financial loses for the British Empire, Parliament passed the Sugar Act on April 5, 1764, to raise funds for the late war. Formerly, taxes in the American colonies were tied to the management and benefits of trade. Although it was imposed on a traded good, the Sugar Act represented the first large-scale law crafted specifically to raise funds for non-trade purposes. The Stamp Act, passed a year later, dispensed with the pretense of trade, mandating that a government stamp be applied at cost even to papers that never travelled outside the confines of a town or business community.

			The taxation itself, while a burden, was not the core complaint raised by colonists. Rather, it was Parliament’s assumed authority in imposing such laws over American dominions that angered the patriots. Without colonial representatives in the House of Commons, and in light of the dictates found in the various colonial charters, the Americans insisted that Parliament lacked a clear right to legislate on their behalf. The Stamp Act Congress, formed by the colonies in 1765, issued resolutions opposing both the taxes and the British claim of authority. Parliament eventually repealed both taxing acts, but simultaneously approved the Declaratory Act of 1766, which stated that the House had complete authority to bind the colonies to its laws “in all cases whatsoever.”5

			1765 • Quartering Act

			During the French and Indian
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