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To my grandchildren:

Welles Winthrop McKean, Katherine Buckley McKean, and

future Kaye McKeans of their generation

 —D.M.

To my daughter, her generation, and the next:

May they know the freedoms we have known up until now.

 —M.T.B.







Prologue

On Friday, July 9, 1858, US Senator Stephen Douglas checked into the newly renovated five-story Tremont Hotel in Chicago, reputed to be the best hotel in the western United States. That evening at 8 p.m., as twilight descended on the city, Douglas delivered a well-publicized speech on the portico of the hotel to a crowd that his campaign estimated at 30,000. One of the city’s leading newspapers pointed out that such an enormous gathering would have been “more than the whole male adult population of the city.” Nevertheless, the crowd was sizable: Perhaps as many as 12,000 had assembled to hear Douglas in his first major speech since announcing his campaign for reelection.1

Abraham Lincoln, a lawyer by trade, was also in Chicago to attend an opening session of the United States District Court; he came to hear Douglas’s speech. Lincoln, a former one-term congressman, had received the nomination of the Republican Party in Illinois in June to challenge Douglas. The major issue in the race was the future of slavery: Lincoln maintained that it should be abolished, while Douglas argued that the decision should be left to the states.

Lincoln sat on the portico, behind his opponent, “furnished with a seat very convenient for hearing him.” Lincoln showed little emotion as the senator railed against his “House Divided Speech,” delivered nearly a month earlier when Lincoln accepted his party’s nomination for the Senate seat. In that speech Lincoln had asserted, “A house divided against itself cannot stand.” He then said, “I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half slave and half free.” He also made a prediction: “I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all one thing, or all the other.”2

Now standing on the balcony of the Tremont Hotel, Senator Douglas took command of the stage and, in a fast-paced and vigorous voice, defended the institution of slavery while characterizing his opponent as well-meaning but naive and reckless. Douglas gave an impassioned defense of states’ rights, but he anchored his reasoning in pure racism, declaring, “In my opinion this government of ours is founded on the white basis. It was made by the white man, for the benefit of the white man, to be administered by white men.”3

The next evening was Lincoln’s turn. Whereas Douglas had spoken the night before of racial nationalism—that is, of American national identity being defined by race and limited exclusively to Whites—Lincoln offered a very different vision of Americanism in his rebuttal. He embraced civic nationalism, a vision of Americans united not by blood but by belief in the ideals inscribed in America’s founding documents.

Although Douglas did not attend, Lincoln spoke on the same balcony to deliver his rebuttal. The crowd was about three-fourths as large as that of the previous evening, but according to one newspaperman, “in point of enthusiasm” Lincoln’s reception by the crowd was “about four times as great.” For some moments, Lincoln, at six feet, four inches tall, stood awkwardly as the cheering continued unabated, until at last he stilled the crowd with a wave of his hand.4

Lincoln then addressed a number of issues ranging from the meaning of popular sovereignty to the impact of the decision in Dred Scott v. Sandford, the 1857 Supreme Court ruling that declared enslaved people, and by extension people of African descent, were not American citizens and therefore could not sue in federal court. He spoke, too, of the Declaration of Independence—the “old Declaration,” as he called it—which, he reminded his listeners, held “these truths to be self-evident,” namely, “that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” To secure these rights, he continued, “governments are instituted among men, deriving their Just powers from the consent of the governed.”5

In many respects, the United States of 1858 was quite different from the United States of 1776, when those words were written. “We are now a mighty nation,” Lincoln said, with a population of some thirty million people inhabiting thirty-two states, including Texas and California. Yet eighty-two years later, the principles inscribed in the Declaration continued to act as an “electric cord” that linked “the hearts of patriotic and liberty-loving men together, that [would] link those patriotic hearts as long as the love of freedom exists in the minds of men throughout the world.” And every year Americans gathered on July Fourth, as Chicagoans had done days earlier, to celebrate the American journey and “to remind [them]selves of all the good done in this process of time, of how it was done and who did it, and how we are historically connected with it.” Lincoln continued, “We go from these meetings in better humor with ourselves—we feel more attached the one to the other, and more firmly bound to the country we inhabit. In every way we are better men, in the age, and race, and country in which we live, for these celebrations.” Even so, he cautioned that these celebrations of progress must always be tempered with the knowledge that the Declaration’s ideals were not yet realized. As Lincoln said, “We have not yet reached the whole.” America remained a work in progress.6
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As the United States approaches its 250th anniversary, millions of Americans are deeply concerned about our nation’s future, perhaps as deeply as they have been since Lincoln’s day. After all, recent presidential elections have revealed that we are a country divided by politics, by race, by class, by culture, and by algorithms. What, if anything, do we have in common? What does it actually mean to be an American? While definitive answers may be elusive, perhaps clues can be gleaned from two ten-foot-high marble statues that stand guard outside the imposing limestone and granite National Archives Building on Constitution Avenue in Washington, DC. One statue, titled Heritage, depicts a robed man clutching a book and bears an inscription imploring passersby to “Study the Past”; the other, Guardianship, of a young woman peering into the future, explains why: “What Is Past Is Prologue.” These statues greet visitors as they enter the archives—home of the Declaration of Independence, which, together with the US Constitution and the Bill of Rights, has inspired the American people to pursue a more perfect union since 1776.

Looking to the nation’s past, there is nothing more American than July Fourth, the date in 1776 when thirteen North American colonies declared their independence from Great Britain to form a nation. Ever since, neither war, nor depression, nor partisan difference has prevented Americans from gathering every year on the Fourth to commemorate the nation’s founding principles. Though some rituals have changed over the years, on Independence Day Americans of all races, religions, political stripes, and incomes celebrate with parades, picnics, public readings, and, of course, brilliantly colored, ear-splitting fireworks.

In 1826, only weeks before his death on July Fourth, Thomas Jefferson wrote about the importance of celebrating Independence Day and the unalienable rights expressed in the Declaration: “Let the annual return of this day forever refresh our recollections of these rights, and undiminished devotion to them.” Jefferson did not live long enough to fully appreciate that with the 1826 celebration, the first Jubilee, Americans would begin another tradition of holding dedicated celebrations every fifty years. Jubilees—“timekeepers of progress,” as President William McKinley once called such events—are understudied by historians. The very term jubilee is seldom used today, occurring less than once per million words in modern written English. Yet jubilees have occupied a special place in the American experience since the early republic even though they were a British import: English monarchs began celebrating fiftieth anniversaries in the fourteenth century, a tradition that traces back to the Catholic Church, ancient Rome, and even the Hebrew Bible. In fact, this rich tradition of associating jubilees with not only respite from toil but deliverance from bondage, heralded by trumpets, voices uplifted in song, and general public rejoicing, may well explain why golden anniversaries gained such a purchase in the United States—where the idea of freedom, however imperfect, has worked to define and redefine an exuberant national identity for 250 years and counting.7

President John Quincy Adams, son of founder John Adams, spoke to this emerging tradition on the eve of America’s diamond anniversary in 1826. “The year of Jubilee,” he said, marked the end of the initial phase of US history, the period dedicated to “the first formation of Our Union,” and the beginning of a new chapter that would see the realization of the American Revolution’s democratic principles. The fulfillment, he said, “of the Declaration of our Independence is at hand.” The republic is dead; long live the republic.8

In years ending in twenty-six or seventy-six, the fifty-year celebrations of independence usually span months, generally reaching a crescendo on July Fourth. More significantly, the fifty-year celebrations have increasingly become a means to affirm the success of American democracy. That has broadly been interpreted to mean that Americans have a representative government elected by its citizens and undergirded by the rule of law, from which they enjoy expansive rights. The Flag Was Still There tracks the evolution of these fundamental principles as well as others embedded in the Declaration.

Of course, the jubilees don’t necessarily coincide precisely with seminal events in American history. Certainly, most of what Americans regard as the country’s important historic events began and ended on days other than July Fourth and in years that didn’t end in twenty-six or seventy-six. Lincoln debated Douglas in 1858, for example. Nevertheless, the 1826 Jubilee, the 1876 Centennial, the 1926 Sesquicentennial, and the 1976 Bicentennial—together with the impending 2026 Semiquincentennial—offer valuable opportunities for taking stock of the nation’s journey, for measuring change over time. They show growth. They show advances. They show traditions made and unmade, turmoil and triumph, progress and retreat. Each jubilee has found the United States at an inflection point: political, economic, or cultural. Mostly, though, they show the union persevering, even as the very same rights, ideals, and beliefs that Americans hold dear have threatened on occasion to tear the country apart. In other words, they show the “electric cord” of which Lincoln spoke, linking generations of Americans of all races, ethnicities, and religions in an ongoing effort to realize the Declaration’s lofty ideals—often in the face of fierce and at times violent opposition. Perfecting the Union, despite its faults: this is the idea of America, the vision that has defined Americans since 1776.9
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The Flag Was Still There is neither a detailed examination of our democracy nor a comprehensive survey of US history. Nor is it an uncritical celebration of American greatness—though we do believe in the American experiment and its capacity to inspire. Rather, The Flag Was Still There is an attempt to reach across the aisle and the algorithms and everything else that divides Americans today to find common cause in our shared experience as told through the stories of people and events and voices—some well-known, others less so—that have shaped the nation’s journey at fifty-year intervals. Stopping history at these points, though it may halt the flow of time, has the advantage of showing clearly how, over the course of their country’s 250 years, Americans have periodically attempted a form of self-reflection, with the goal of taking stock of the nation’s journey and setting the tone, if not a course, for the future. Each jubilee is unique, though they all share similarities. Each jubilee reveals glorious strengths and glaring imperfections of our democracy at a particular moment in time. Each jubilee is punctuated by events that are disdained by the next generation, but likewise, each anniversary provides a message of hope, of deliverance from repression, however defined, that has sustained Americans through troubled times.10

The Declaration of Independence, the cornerstone of each jubilee, was a truly revolutionary idea; it breached uncharted territory, and there was no reason to believe that it would work, much less endure. Yet, for 250 years, citizens of the United States have sustained, though often imperfectly, the founding idea of self-government as an example (and sometimes a lesson) to the world.

How the United States celebrates its Semiquincentennial in 2026, as in each previous jubilee, will reveal much about our country at this particular time and about the nation’s progress over the centuries in realizing the evolving idea that is America. And, more fundamentally, how the nation conducts itself during this anniversary year will shine a light on us as a people. Perhaps in better understanding that the past is prologue, we may take care to chart a course for the future that all Americans can be proud of.

10 







1

First Fourths

I am apt to believe that it will be celebrated, by succeeding Generations, as the great anniversary Festival. It ought to be commemorated, as the Day of Deliverance… 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.

—John Adams (1776)1

“Remember the Ladies,” Abigail Adams implored her husband, John. It was March 31, 1776. He was away in Philadelphia, where he and his fellow members of the Continental Congress were preparing to declare “independency” from Great Britain. She remained at home in Braintree, Massachusetts, managing the family farm and caring for the couple’s four children, ages three through ten.2

Though a trusted advisor to John, Abigail Adams could not vote. Nor could she hold political office because political rights were generally tied to property ownership at the time, and as a married woman she could not legally own property. Whatever property a bride brought to a marriage—and Abigail, a descendant of the prominent Massachusetts Quincy family, brought at least a modest dowry to her 1764 union with John—became her husband’s for the duration of the marriage, under the legal doctrine of femme coverture. A European import, femme coverture held that a married woman, “a woman covered” (feme covert), had no legal, political, or economic authority or identity separate from her husband. Exceptions existed, and single women enjoyed some latitude. But coverture generally prevented married women such as Abigail from writing or signing contracts, suing in a court of law, filing for divorce, serving on juries, or doing any number of other things that citizens do in republics. Patriarchal norms largely defined the roles of eighteenth-century women as daughters and wives and mothers.3

Times were changing, though. The first shots of the Revolutionary War had been fired eleven months earlier, in April 1775, at Lexington and Concord—only about twenty miles from Braintree, as the crow flies. As the conflict expanded, it had an indelible effect on women, in many instances expanding their roles, responsibilities, and aspirations.

That was certainly the case with Abigail Adams, who in her husband’s absence took on greater responsibility for managing not only the family farm but the family’s finances. Indeed, she proved to be a shrewd businessperson, profiting handsomely from investments in government securities that raised the fortunes of the Adams family—and her place within it.4

Anything seemed possible in late March 1776. Only days earlier, General George Washington’s Continental army had forced 11,000 British soldiers and hundreds of Loyalists to evacuate Boston. So Abigail wrote her husband a letter—one of approximately 1,160 she and John would exchange during their lifetime together, a testament to the intellectual and emotional depth of their relationship. She pressed him to “Remember the Ladies” when he and his colleagues in Philadelphia wrote “the new Code of Laws” she assumed the newly independent republic would need. She urged, “I desire you would… be more generous and favourable to [women] than your ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the Husbands.” Paraphrasing one of John’s own political maxims, she reminded him that “all Men would be tyrants if they could.”5

Though Abigail’s wording was vague—was she demanding the vote or equal rights under the law?—she was clearly declaring citizenship for women on a full and equal basis with men. She was equally clear that congressional inaction would have consequences. “If particular care and attention is not paid to the Ladies,” she warned, “we are determined to foment a Rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or Representation.”6

John was dismissive of Abigail’s plea in his reply, dated April 14. “I cannot but laugh” at your proposal, he wrote. Breaking from Great Britain was the main issue before Congress; domestic questions such as who should vote would have to take a backseat. Besides, neither he nor any of the other congressmen who convened in Philadelphia in 1776 had any intention of extending full citizenship rights to women, free Blacks, enslaved persons, Native Americans, or poor White men. For those without property were considered “dependent” and therefore unable to render independent judgment at the ballot box, in the jury room, or anywhere else citizenship responsibilities are exercised in a free republic. “We know better than to repeal our Masculine systems,” he wrote Abigail. Were he and his fellow lawmakers to give up their male prerogatives, they would soon find themselves subject “to the Despotism of the Peticoat.”7

Two months later, John Adams would serve on a five-man committee appointed by Congress to draft a declaration of independence from Britain. The final text, as adopted on July 4 by three dozen members of Congress—all men, some of them slaveholders—who were present in Pennsylvania’s State House, did not “remember the Ladies,” as Abigail Adams had hoped it might. In fact, it did not say a word as to what rights some 1.25 million women, roughly half the population, would enjoy in the newly independent states. Neither did the document specify what effect independence might have on the roughly 500,000 persons—one-fifth of the nation—who were enslaved in those thirteen states or on the millions of Native Americans who inhabited North America in 1776. Whatever lofty rhetoric emerged from Philadelphia didn’t erase the ugly reality of captivity and inequality and dispossession.

Drafted principally by Thomas Jefferson, the Declaration of Independence did, however, announce the existence of a new nation dedicated to the proposition that all are created equal, endowed with “certain unalienable rights,” including the rights to “Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” Furthermore, to secure these rights, the Declaration asserted that governments were “instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.” These were radical ideas in 1776, a time when monarchs and authoritarians and emperors ruled, and it would take decades, centuries even, for the democratic ideals unleashed by the American Revolution to address inequalities of race, of class, and of gender—and even now that work remains woefully unfinished in many respects. Yet the fact that a group of colonial rebels in 1776 had the audacity and the courage to confront the most powerful empire in the world, and to do so by asserting that no one was better than another by virtue of their economic, geographic, or familial position, launched Americans on a continuing 250-year journey to secure a more perfect union.
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The day after the Continental Congress adopted the Declaration, Thomas Jefferson awoke at 6 a.m. in his rented room on Philadelphia’s Market Street. He likely breakfasted on cornbread and his favorite drink, high sun tea. Jefferson liked to record the weather two times a day. He had recently purchased a new thermometer, and he noted in his journal that the morning temperature outside was already seventy-one degrees.

After breakfasting on a cup of hard cider and boiled vegetables in his rented room at 190 High Street, John Adams, who dreaded “the heats of a Philadelphia summer,” retired to his desk. He wrote to his niece Mary Palmer, “I will inclose to you a Declaration, in which all America is remarkably united.… It compleats a Revolution.”8

Contrary to Adams’s assertion of colonist unity, expressed in his letter to his niece, a large percentage of the population of 2.5 million people remained uncertain about the idea of separating from Great Britain. Though generally aware of what was happening in Philadelphia, colonists held differing views depending on where they lived. British and American troops had been fighting one another for more than a year in Boston, where colonists overwhelmingly favored independence. Redcoats and Bluecoats had been skirmishing in New York as well, but there the population was divided over the issue of separation from Britain. Tories opposed breaking from the mother country altogether.9

As the delegates poured into the Pennsylvania State House for the morning session on July 5, John Hancock, president of the Continental Congress, gaveled the meeting to order. The delegates authorized the printing of the Declaration of Independence and proclaimed that it should be distributed far and wide. A handwritten version of the Declaration was then carried down the street to the shop of John Dunlap, the official printer of the Congress. The printers in Dunlap’s shop likely spent the better part of the day setting the type, then printed a proof copy, made a few minor edits, and ultimately published approximately 200 copies of the Declaration.10

After the Declaration was adopted and published, Congress ordered that copies be sent to governmental authorities and military commanders, as well as the British Crown in London. They agreed it should be posted in businesses, in town halls, and in taverns. Most Americans would learn about the Declaration of Independence via newspapers and printed broadsides. The July 6, 1776, issue of The Pennsylvania Evening Post published the first newspaper printing of the newly adopted Declaration.11

Two days later, General George Washington, whose army was then fighting the British on Staten Island, received a copy of the Declaration at Number One Broadway in New York City; his headquarters happened to be located less than a mile from a larger-than-life equestrian statue of King George III in Bowling Green. Washington issued an order for his troops to assemble on the “common” the following evening at 6 p.m. for a public reading of the Declaration.

The next evening, July 9, thousands of colonial volunteers filled the common to hear their brigade commanders read aloud the Declaration. According to one senior commander, it was “received with three huzzahs by the troops.” Indeed, the soldiers became so animated by the news that they marched up Broadway to Bowling Green and tore down the statue of George III. Washington disapproved of the vandalism, but the soldiers made good use of the statue by melting down its 4,000 pounds of gilded lead to manufacture more than 40,000 musket balls.12

That a likeness of the king should be treated with such disrespect isn’t surprising. After all, opposition to monarchy had played a significant role in inspiring the American Revolution in the first place. Hundreds of thousands of copies of Thomas Paine’s Common Sense were in circulation in the American colonies by July 1776. Published in January, Paine’s incendiary pamphlet, read widely not only in the halls of Congress but also in the taverns and inns where mechanics and farmers and soldiers congregated, made a compelling case for independence in part by directly attacking the institution of monarchy—which Paine, the son of an English tenant farmer and corset maker, claimed ran afoul of man’s natural state of freedom and equality. “One of the strongest natural proofs of the folly of hereditary right in kings, is, that nature disapproves it, otherwise she would not so frequently turn it into ridicule by giving mankind an ass for a lion,” he wrote. Far from being a protector of the people, as many believed, George III was an oppressive tyrant, as all monarchs were, Paine argued. Therefore, it only made common sense to break away from a system of government that was so inimical to the interests of everyday Americans: “O ye that love mankind! Ye that dare oppose, not only the tyranny, but the tyrant, stand forth! Every spot of the old world is overrun with oppression. Freedom hath been hunted round the globe.… O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in time an asylum for mankind.”13
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An artist’s view of the first reading of the Declaration of Independence in New York. (Credit: A. R. Waud / Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs: Print Collection, New York Public Library)

Aided by the king’s own actions, Common Sense captured the imagination of Americans like no other pamphlet: An estimated 500,000 copies were published in 1776 alone, and according to Paine, the work sold some 120,000 copies in its first three months. Dr. Benjamin Rush, the Philadelphia physician who had encouraged Paine to write Common Sense, recalled, “It burst from the press with an effect which has rarely been produced by types and papers in any age or country.” Benjamin Franklin described its effect in turning public opinion in favor of independence as “prodigious.”14

The Declaration of Independence itself included a lengthy list of grievances against the king. These grievances recounted the “long train of abuses and usurpations” by which George III and his minions had attempted, in the view of Congress, to establish “absolute Tyranny” over the North American colonies. For example, the Declaration accused the “present king” of obstructing the “Administration of Justice,” of making “Judges dependent on his Will alone,” and of rendering “the Military independent of and superior to the Civil power.” It accused him, as well, of “cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world,” of “imposing Taxes on us without our Consent,” and of “transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pretended offences.” He even stood accused of exciting “domestic insurrections amongst us.” These were among the facts “submitted to a candid world,” the reasons why representatives of the thirteen states, in Congress duly assembled, felt compelled to sever connections with Great Britain.

Although he never visited America, George III met an unhappy fate in many of his former colonies. He was hanged in effigy on Long Island, buried in absentia in Savannah, Georgia, and paraded in jest through the streets of Baltimore, Maryland. With the city illuminated at night in honor of the Declaration, Baltimoreans saw “the Effigy of our Late King… carted through the town, and committed to the flames amidst the acclamations of many hundreds.—The just reward of a tyrant.” George’s symbolic death represented the end of monarchical authority, and his mock funerals upended the tradition, imported from Britain, of celebrating royal birthdays and accession days with public proclamations, bonfires, bells, and promenades. Vestiges of British rule—Union Jacks, portraits of British nobility, and, of course, British goods such as tea—were removed or destroyed.15

At the same time, the Declaration heralded the birth of a new country, with new traditions. On July 8, in accordance with the wishes of Congress, the Declaration was read aloud before a great crowd of people assembled outside Philadelphia’s State House. “Three Cheers” greeted the news, wrote John Adams. Battalions of soldiers paraded on the commons and fired a feux de joie, a rifle salute—“notwithstanding the Scarcity of Powder,” Adams noted with some distaste. Bells rang all day and much of the night. Even some who had been lukewarm about independence now rallied around the American cause. “We never can again be happy, under a single Particle of British Power,” Adams wrote. This sentiment was widespread.16

Word of the events in Philadelphia soon spread throughout the colonies. One by one, American communities became aware that they were now bound together, not just with other communities in their colony but with other colonies in a fledgling nation. At Easton, Pennsylvania, on July 8, a “great number of spectators” who heard the Declaration “gave their hearty assent with three loud huzzahs, and cried out, ‘May God long preserve and unite the Free and Independant [sic] States of America.’” Residents of Trenton, New Jersey, responded to the news “with loud acclamations.” In Providence, Rhode Island, “The Declaration was received with joy and applause by all ranks.” Some 1,000 people attended a celebration in Richmond, Virginia, where “the satisfaction visible in every countenance,” a newspaper said, evinced “their determination to support [independence] with their lives and fortunes.” From Georgia to Massachusetts, and everywhere in between, soldiers paraded, cannons sounded, and toasts were drunk, often thirteen at a time, in shows of unity.17

As word spread, the Declaration worked to define a new American identity. Americans, even in 1776, were a diverse mix of people of Dutch, German, French, and African descent, as well as Englishmen, Scotsmen, and Irish, spread across thirteen semiautonomous entities stretching from north to south, with varying attitudes about breaking from Britain. Yet the Declaration spoke of Americans as “one people,” comprising, as Abraham Lincoln would later put it, “a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.” The Declaration was the first public document to use the name “the united States of America.”

To be sure, American statehood was still a plural construct, a lowercase collection of roughly coequal states operating with limited direction from the Continental Congress. The United States of America would not assume a singular, uppercase identity in the minds of many for almost a century yet—when the Union’s victory in the Civil War empowered the federal government over the individual states.

Yet the primary purpose of the Declaration was to establish the international legal sovereignty of the United States, “to dissolve the political bands” that once connected the former colonies with Great Britain and to assume the new nation’s rightful place “among the powers of the earth.” And in that regard the Declaration succeeded in announcing the birth of a new nation. When the document was read in August 1776 to Continental army troops stationed at Fort Ticonderoga, in northern New York, they responded, “Now we are a people! We have a name among the states of this world!” The first loyalty oath issued by the new United States similarly asked officials to “acknowledge the UNITED STATES of AMERICA to be Free and Sovereign States, and declare that the people thereof owe no allegiance or obedience to George the Third, King of Great Britain.”18

The tradition that began in 1776 of reading aloud the Declaration in town halls, in public parks, and in state capitols across the country has continued for 250 years. That tradition endures in part because, as historian Peter de Bolla has argued, the performative act of reciting the Declaration’s self-evident truths expresses “a commonly held architecture of belief” that unites Americans. But it has endured, too, because the realization of those truths remains as elusive and open to interpretation today as two-plus centuries ago.19
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Word of American independence quickly spread overseas, thanks in part to friendly ship captains. August 5, 1776, already found residents of the Caribbean Island of Saint Kitts toasting “WASHINGTON, LEE, and INDEPENDENCY to America.”20

London periodicals published the news about a week later. The Gentleman’s Magazine, a popular news monthly, printed the text of the Declaration along with a commentary written by the editor under a pseudonym, “Sylvanus Urban.” “Whether those grievances were real or imaginary, we will not presume to decide,” the editor remarked, adding, “The ball is now struck, and time only can shew it where it will rest.”21

Some Britons expressed support for the American cause. John Wilkes, a radical member of Parliament, hailed the “spirit and courage” behind the Declaration of Independence and predicted that “posterity” would do it justice. “I hope, and believe, you never will conquer the free spirit of the descendants of Englishmen, exerted in an honest cause.”22

Predictably, however, most British officials denounced the “insolence” of the American rebels, in part because their talk of rights, of independence, and of much else besides risked stirring up opposition to British rule in other parts of the empire. The British were especially worried about the “sugar” islands in the Caribbean where they had substantial trade, but holdings closer to home were also a concern: Irish journals noted the Declaration in August. “When America manifests to the world her independence and power,” Irish patriot Henry Grattan asked rhetorically, “do you imagine you will persuade Ireland to be satisfied with an English Parliament making laws for her?” America’s war was Ireland’s harvest, he said.23

The exiled former governor of Massachusetts, Thomas Hutchinson, was in London just as news of the Declaration arrived: “The Congress has issued a most infamous Paper reciting a great number of Pretended and tyrannical deeds of the King and declaring their Independence.” As for George III himself, he waited until October 1776 to respond. In a speech to Parliament drafted by his prime minister, Lord North, he condemned the “daring and desperate” spirit displayed by the leaders of his American colonies, traitors who had “presumed to set up their rebellious confederacies for independent states.”24

Critics mocked the hypocrisy of those colonists who held slaves even as they spoke about individual rights. Hutchinson wished “to ask the Delegates of Maryland, Virginia, and the Carolinas, how their Constituents justify the depriving more than a hundred thousand Africans of their rights to liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, and in some degree, to their lives, if their rights are so absolutely unalienable.” The English abolitionist Thomas Day went even further: “If there be an object truly ridiculous in nature, it is an American patriot, signing resolutions of independency with the one hand, and with the other brandishing a whip over his affrighted slaves.”25

If London greeted the Declaration with hostility, Paris responded with silence, and that was worrisome because the Continental Congress realized that American independence could not be won without French diplomatic recognition—and the military and economic assistance that might well come with it. That was one of the main reasons why Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and the other members of the committee that drafted the Declaration submitted the facts, as they saw them, “to a candid world”—to mobilize international opinion behind the colonists’ cause. Accordingly, Congress instructed its commissioners in Paris—Silas Deane, Benjamin Franklin, and Arthur Lee—“to obtain as early as possible a publick acknowledgement of this Independency of these States of the Crown and Parliament of Great Britain by the Court of France.”26

Delays hampered this effort, however. Deane, the first American representative in Paris, did not receive a copy of the Declaration that was sent to him on July 8, 1776, along with instructions to “immediately communicate the piece to the Court of France, and send copies of it to the other Courts of Europe.” A second copy arrived only in November 1776, by which time news of American independence had been circulating in Europe for months.27

Upon receiving the copy, Deane promptly handed it to the Comte de Vergennes, Louis XVI’s foreign minister, informing Vergennes that France was the first foreign power to be formally notified of American independence. Deane also renewed his request for French recognition. Vergennes was favorably disposed to Deane’s request. He already had pointed out to the king the advantages France might derive from America’s push for independence. But he remained noncommittal, and as long as France stayed neutral, the American cause risked failure.28
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The Declaration’s fine words about equality and rights and liberty rang hollow for the half million persons who toiled in bondage in the thirteen states—all of which still permitted slavery when independence was declared on July 4, 1776. In Virginia, the largest slaveholding state, some 130 persons were enslaved on the Monticello plantation owned by the Declaration’s principal author, Thomas Jefferson. They included three-year-old Sally Hemings, one of eleven enslaved men, women, and children Jefferson had recently inherited from his father-in-law—along with 4,819 acres of land, a riding horse named Allycroker, and her foal, Caractacus.

Treated not as human beings but property that could be bought, sold, mortgaged, and given as gifts, enslaved persons had no legal rights whatsoever. They could not legally marry. They had no claim to their children, who could be traded away on auction blocks alongside furniture, livestock, and other possessions. They had no legal recourse if they were raped or beaten or tortured, including by those working for Jefferson himself. They could be worked to death, and sometimes were, to produce profits for the White people who owned them. In fact, notes journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones, creator of the 1619 Project, the wealth and prominence that enabled Jefferson and many of the other founding fathers to break from the mighty British Empire was generated by chattel slavery. Enslaved persons helped build and maintain Jefferson’s home at Monticello. They laid its floors. They crafted its furniture. They tended its gardens and performed other essential tasks throughout the plantation. An enslaved man, Robert Hemings—Sally Hemings’s half-sibling—accompanied Jefferson to Philadelphia to ensure his every comfort as he drafted the announcement of a new nation dedicated to the proposition of human equality.29

Thousands of enslaved men fought for their freedom during the Revolutionary War. Many supported the patriot side once General Washington—a slaveowner, like Jefferson—lifted a 1775 order he himself had given barring Blacks from serving in the Continental army. Many more joined the British side in response to a November 1775 proclamation issued by Lord Dunmore, the royal governor of Virginia, promising freedom to “all indentured Servants, Negroes, or others” who joined the British army—which is why the Crown stood accused, in the Declaration of Independence, of exciting “domestic insurrections amongst us.” Indeed, for some White colonists, protecting Black slavery from such meddling was a motivating factor in breaking from the British. Some Southern patriots even took up arms in the War for Independence “to preserve slavery for blacks as well as the liberty of whites,” according to historian Alan Taylor, for slave labor was regarded as an essential economic foundation for sustaining the freedom of White men.30

Other African Americans fought for freedom using the power of words. Take Prince Hall, for instance, a free Black tradesman living in Boston at the time of the Revolution. Many details of Hall’s story remain unknown today, even to scholars of African American history: It is not clear when he was born or how he gained his freedom. But Hall emerged in the 1770s to become a pivotal figure in the long struggle for Black liberation.31

In January 1777, just six months after the promulgation of the Declaration, Hall joined seven other Black men in petitioning the Massachusetts legislature for emancipation—with language that invoked the Declaration itself. “A Great Number of Blackes detained in a State of Slavery in the Bowels of a free & christian Country,” the petition began,


have in Common with all other men a Natural and Unaliable Right to that freedom which the [Great]—Parent of the [Universe] hath Bestowed equalley on all menkind and which they have Never [forfeited] by Any Compact or Agreement whatever—but thay [were] Unjustly Dragged by the hand of cruel Power from their Derest [friends] and sum of them Even torn from the Embraces of their tender Parents—from A [populous] [Pleasant] And plentiful country And in Violation of Laws of Nature and off Nations And in defiance of all the tender feelings of humanity [Brought] hear Either to Be sold Like Beast of Burthen & Like them Condemnd to Slavery for Life—among A People Professing [the spirit of human equality].32



Attributed to Hall, the petition was not the first effort by African Americans to abolish enslavement in Massachusetts. In 1773, at least six known petitions had been put forth by African Americans from Bristol and Worcester counties as well as Boston and its neighboring towns. But Hall may well have been the first American, Black or non-Black, to publicly use the language of the Declaration of Independence for a political purpose other than justifying war against Britain. In invoking the core concepts of social-contract theory, which grounded the American Revolution, to argue for an extension of the claim to equal rights to those who were enslaved, Hall adopted the intellectual framework articulated by the founders to make a case against slavery.33

Though the legislature took no immediate action on Hall’s petition, the document advanced the cause of abolition in Massachusetts. The state constitution, adopted in 1780 and drafted by John Adams, expanded upon the Declaration of Independence in proclaiming that “all men are born free and equal.” In 1783, on the basis of that “free and equal” clause, the Massachusetts state court ruled enslavement unconstitutional in a case brought by Quock Walker, an enslaved man who sued for his freedom. The first judicial abolition of slavery in the United States, the Massachusetts court’s decision ended slavery in the state and contributed to abolitionist movements elsewhere. By 1784, six Northern states or territories had passed laws or court rulings limiting or abolishing slavery.

Southern states did not follow suit. Slavery would continue to exert its dehumanizing force for decades, as it had done since a ship had arrived in Virginia in 1619 bearing a cargo of more than twenty enslaved people from Africa. They were among the 12.5 million Africans who were kidnapped from their homes and brought in chains across the Atlantic Ocean in the largest forced migration in human history. Hundreds of thousands of enslaved Africans were sold in America, where for centuries the institution of slavery wreaked terrible damage on virtually everything and everybody it touched. Slavery’s “poisonous
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