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When the Second Continental Congress convened in Philadelphia in May 1775, it was
just one month after fighting had broken out at Lexington and Concord, and only days before the
Battle of Bunker Hill. Among the delegates’ first acts were to recognize the various local militias
that had surrounded the British at Boston as a Continental Army and to appoint George
Washington of Virginia—the only one among them with any real military experience—as its

commander. !

The Continental Congress sent to the king one last attempt at reconciliation, called the
Olive Branch Petition. To make sure there was no confusion about its absolute seriousness,
though, the Congress also issued a “Declaration of the Causes and Necessities for Taking Up
Arms,” avowing that, if necessary, the colonists were “resolved to die Freemen rather than live
Slaves.”? King George III refused to receive the colonial petition, issuing instead a Royal
Proclamation of Rebellion regarding his disloyal subjects and promising “to bring the Traitors to

Justice.”?

Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, issued in January 1776, sounded the first clarion call:

“Everything that is right and natural pleads for separation. The blood of the slain, the weeping

I'See the resolution passed on “Thursday, June 15, 1775,” in The Journals of the Continental Congress, 1774-1789,
volume II, May 10 — September 20, 1775, eds. Worthington Chauncey Ford et al. (Washington, D.C.: Government
Printing Office, 1905), 91.

2 “The Declaration, Setting Forth the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms, as Adopted by Congress, 6 July
1775,” in The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, vol. 1, 1760-1776, eds. Julian P. Boyd, Barbara B. Oberg, James P.
McClure, et al. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1950), 217.

3 “A Proclamation, By the King, For Suppressing Rebellion and Sedition, 23 August 1775,” in Peter Force, ed.,
American Archives: Containing A Documentary History of the English Colonies in North America, from the King's
Message to Parliament, of March 7, 1774, to the Declaration of Independence by the United States, 4th ser., vol. 3
(Washington, D.C.: M. St. Clair Clarke and Peter Force, 1837), 240—41.



voice of nature cries, ‘TIS TIME TO PART.””* The sentiment for independence was building,

and hostilities made the decision all the more imperative.

And so on June 7, 1776, Richard Henry Lee, a delegate from Virginia, proposed a
resolution to declare that “these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be, Free and
Independent States,” to establish a formal confederation of the colonies, and to seek alliances
between the united colonies and other nations.®> Each of these matters was referred to a select
committee; the last two would lead to the Articles of Confederation and the Franco-American
Treaty of 1778, which was crucial to fighting and winning America’s War of Independence.
Congress debated and eventually passed Lee’s resolution in favor of independence on July 2nd,
and then took two more days to debate and amend a draft declaration, the final version of which

was adopted on July 4, 1776.

The separate consideration of Lee’s resolution of independence and the committee’s
language to declare that independence suggests that more was required than a simple
announcement of withdrawal from the British Empire. Had that been the objective, Lee’s
resolution itself would have been sufficient. A “decent respect for the opinions of mankind,”

however, demanded a comprehensive statement of the principles that justified their actions.¢

4 Common Sense, in The Writings of Thomas Paine, vol. 1, 1774-1779, ed. Moncure Daniel Conway (New York: G.
P. Putnam’s Sons, 1894), 89.

5 See “Richard Henry Lee’s Resolution, Friday, June 7, 1776,” in The Journals of the Continental Congress, 1774-
1789, volume V, June 5 — October 8, 1776, eds. Worthington Chauncey Ford et al. (Washington, D.C.: Government
Printing Office, 1906), 425.

¢ All citations of the Declaration of Independence are taken from the engrossed copy by Timothy Matlack and signed
by the delegates on August 2, 1776, in the Miscellaneous Papers of the Continental Congress, 1774—1789, Records
of the Continental and Confederation Congresses and the Constitutional Convention, 1774-1789, Record Group
360, on display in the Rotunda for the Charters of Freedom at the National Archives Building in Washington, D.C.



The Declaration was prepared by a committee of five delegates and chiefly drafted by
Thomas Jefferson, but it is not the expression of any one person. Jefferson himself wrote that it
was “not to find out new principles, or new arguments, never before thought of, not merely to
say things which had never been said before; but to place before mankind the common sense of
the subject.” Jefferson considered the Declaration to be “an expression of the American mind,

and to give to that expression the proper tone and spirit called for by the occasion.””

The importance of the Continental Congress, in bringing together and unifying the
colonies and the American people, in defining and speaking for their cause, and finally in issuing
the Declaration of Independence, can hardly be overstated. As the legislature of all the colonies,
it spoke in collective terms and addressed their common relations with England, issuing common
petitions and public statements. It was the first formal constitutional institution of American

union, and for all practical purposes our first national government.

The closing paragraph of the Declaration begins rather formally: “We, therefore, the

Representatives of the united States of America, in General Congress, Assembled, . . .”

The word “Congress,” from the Latin for “coming together,” had been used for some
time to mean a meeting or assembly brought together to discuss or settle an important question of
state. But it was first used to indicate a gathering of representatives in a legislative body when

the American colonists called for a congress to respond to the Stamp Act of 1765, and then in

7 “Thomas Jefferson to Henry Lee, 8 May 1825,” in The Life and Selected Writings of Thomas Jefferson, eds.
Adrienne Koch and William Peden (New York: Modern Library, 1972), 719.



creating the Continental Congress in 1774. Every official printing of the Declaration begins with

this formulation: “In Congress, July 4, 1776.8

The reference here to “General Congress” means not some of the colonies; rather the
phrase, like the institution itself, represents all the colonies. The next word,
“Assembled,” specifies that the delegates are gathered together in their official capacity, in one

place—actual as opposed to virtual—to act as a unified body.

Though it continued to call itself the Continental or Confederation Congress, the
Congress under the Articles of Confederation was formally referred to as “the United States
in Congress Assembled.” The Continental Congress would become the Congress under the
Articles of Confederation and eventually, under the Constitution, the Congress of the United
States. To this day, the enacting clause of every act of the United States Congress is in the
following form: “Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States

of America in Congress assembled . . .”

The Declaration of Independence is structured in the form of a common-law legal
document: preamble, statement of principle, indictment, and conclusion. The stated purpose is to
“declare the causes” that impelled the Americans to separate from the British. The document’s
famous second paragraph is a succinct and powerful synthesis of American constitutional and

republican ideas. All these years later, its familiar opening words remain striking:

“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

8 See for example, the first printing of the Declaration: Dunlap Broadside [Declaration of Independence]
(Philadelphia: Printed by John Dunlap, 4 July 1776), U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, Papers of
the Continental Congress, between 1774—1789, https://catalog.archives.gov/id/301682 (accessed June 22, 2026).
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are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.—That to secure these rights,
Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the
consent of the governed,—That whenever any Form of Government becomes
destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and
to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and
organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect

their Safety and Happiness.”

The equality of all men does not deny qualities by which humans are unequal, in
terms both of the innumerable practical ways humans differ and of the human excellences
that distinguish each of us. Rather, equality means that those human differences—
physical, ethnic, social, racial, sexual, intellectual—are insignificant as a matter of right,
and that the wise or more intelligent, or the stronger or more successful, do not have a
just claim to rule because of these characteristics. As the source of right, nature gives
each an equal claim because all are equally human. Being created equal means that all are
equally endowed with fundamental unalienable rights. Those rights do not come from
government but exist by virtue of our common humanity. Government is instituted to

secure these rights, deriving its just powers from the consent of those governed.

The signers of the Declaration, and the Founders in general, including the
slaveowners among them, knew that slavery violated the truth of the Declaration. It was
not until decades later—in John C. Calhoun’s antebellum South, to be precise—that

slavery came to be defended as a positive good and the Declaration spuriously attacked as



a self-evident lie.” What the Continental Congress did was embed in America’s founding
document the principle that would drive slavery toward extinction through the
recognition of a contradiction that could only be solved by ending slavery in the new
nation. That is why the Declaration and its assertion that all men are created equal
quickly became the political touchstone of the nascent abolitionist movement in the

United States.

The bulk of the document is a bill of indictment accusing King George III of some thirty
offenses: some legal, some constitutional, and some ethical. In general, these grievances not only
track earlier colonial complaints but also foreshadow many of the protections included eleven
years later in the United States Constitution. A perennial favorite: “He has erected a multitude of
New Offices, and sent hither swarms of Officers to harass our People, and eat out their
substance.” But the key charge, and the great theme of the American crisis, is that the king had
conspired with Parliament to subject America to a “jurisdiction foreign to our constitution,”

meaning without their legislative consent.

At that point in their constitutional development, the Americans argued that a common
king with authority over each of the colonies was their only binding legal connection with Great
Britain. Parliament was not a party to the original charters with the individual colonies and thus
could not tax them or regulate their internal affairs. This explains why the colonists’ final
appeals—and the Declaration of Independence itself—were addressed to the king and not to

Parliament. Through his own actions (and inactions) leading up to the American Revolution,

9 See John C. Calhoun, “Speech on the Reception of Abolition Petitions: Slavery as a Positive Good, February
1837,” in Speeches of John C. Calhoun: Delivered in the Congress of the United States from 1811 to the Present
Time (New York: Harper & Bros., 1843), 225. See also “Remarks of Senator John Petit, March 3, 1854,” in
Appendix to the Congressional Globe, ed. John C. Rives (Washington, D.C.: Office of John. C. Rives, 1854), 310.
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intentionally violating those agreements and explicitly placing America outside his protection,
George III had himself abdicated his responsibilities, thereby dissolving the colonists’

obligations of allegiance.

The combined charges against the king were intended to demonstrate a history of
repeated injuries, all having the object of establishing “an absolute Tyranny” over the colonies.
And while the previously loyal subjects were “disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable,” the
time had come to acknowledge that the relationship had come to an end: “But when a long train
of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object, evinces a design to reduce them

under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government.”

As a practical matter, the Declaration of Independence announced to the world the
unanimous decision of the thirteen American colonies to separate themselves from Great Britain.
But at the same time, the Americans increasingly understood independence to mean their own
political self-determination without reference to England. This dual meaning of independence—
clear at the beginning, formalized at the end of the Declaration, and reinforced throughout—is
crucial to how we understand what the Declaration is declaring and how we understand the
beginnings of America. It is why we celebrate July 4th—not the end of the Revolutionary War or

the ratification of the Constitution—as our national birthday.

From its opening words, defining themselves as a distinct people and claiming a separate
and equal station in the world, the Declaration expresses key assumptions about independent
nationhood. The American Revolution is a declared fight to determine whether that “one people”

would assume the separate and equal station to which they are entitled.



In the Declaration, this people state the cause of their separation, the purposes that direct
their common actions, and the shared governing principles upon which they will build their own
nation. John Hancock, the president of the Continental Congress, in dispatching copies of the
Declaration of Independence to the former colonies on July 5th, instructed them that the
Declaration should be “considered as the Ground & Foundation of a future Government.”!°
Later, Thomas Jefferson and James Madison described the Declaration as “the fundamental Act

of Union of these States.”!!

Understood this way, the Declaration of Independence is America’s first constitutional
document, and because of that is listed as the first organic document in the first volume of the
United States Code.!? In the Declaration, the Continental Congress formally declares a people in
the process of forging a new nation—not a colonial spin-off or a territorial protectorate but a free
and independent nation-state equal to all others, making its own way in the world. The
Declaration is not just a severance agreement but America’s first “founding” document, and it

remains the defining statement of America’s meaning and purpose.

The Declaration’s greatest significance—both then and now—is its enduring statement of
the limits of political authority and the proper ends of government, and its proclamation of a new
basis of political rule in the sovereignty of the people. The Americans’ final appeal was not to

any positive law or evolving theory but to rights inherently possessed by all men and “the

10 «John Hancock to the New Jersey Convention, 5 July 1776,” in Letters of Delegates to Congress, 1774—1789, vol.
4, May 16 - August 15, 1776, eds. Paul H. Smith et al. (Washington, D.C.: Library of Congress, 1979), 392.

T “Minutes of the Board of Visitors of the University of Virginia, [4 March 1825],” in The Papers of James
Madison, Retirement Series, vol. 3, 1 March 1823 — 24 February 1826, eds. David B. Mattern et al. (Charlottesville,
VA: University of Virginia Press, 2016), 483.

12 The United States Code (the general and permanent laws of the United States) lists four texts as organic laws: the
Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation, the Northwest Ordinance, and the United States
Constitution.



separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and Nature’s God” entitled them as a

people.

The old distinctions of tribe, race, or ethnicity—of Athenian or Spartan, pagan or Jew,
Anglo-Saxon or Gallic, Catholic or Protestant—are no longer the determining factor of political
legitimacy or nationhood. Ethnic heritage and ties of common kindred or of religious faith and
culture are still very important, but they are not the basis of civic identity. And a civic identity
separated from tribe, race, or ethnicity is only possible if there is a common political principle
that allows laws and constitutions based on something other than race, creed, or ethnic heritage.
Only then can there be fellow citizens distinct from common kindred—or separate from being
common subjects. And that is only possible if there is a ground of civic friendship that

recognizes our equal humanity.

As a nation among other nations, many of which do not recognize or respect universal
principles, let alone our national interests, America must ensure a strong internal sense of our
national identity and appropriately reflect this sense in our policies toward others. A profound
example of this sense of identity can be seen in our policies toward immigrants. Because of its
founding principles, this country, with only a few exceptions, has always welcomed immigrants
who come here honestly, with a good work ethic and appreciation of freedom, seeking the
promise and opportunity American liberty generously offers. Yet by those same principles, we
also insist that they embrace their adopted country, not by rejecting ethnic heritages and cultural

identities, but through a deliberate and self-confident policy of patriotic assimilation.

We must maintain an effective naturalization process that ultimately forms immigrants
into citizens who understand the principles and institutions of free government, speak a common

language, reflect good character and civic virtue, and seek to earn a real stake in America’s
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economic prosperity. It is the principles and institutions we hold in common that allow for the
flourishing of our differences, prevent the American “melting pot” from becoming a cauldron of

tribalism, and reflect a model of democratic governance to the world.

In the context of international affairs, the claim to be a distinct people, ruling themselves
and controlling their own affairs, is a claim of sovereignty. What began as a disparate array of
settlements and colonies had by the mid-1770s become a people of common beliefs and
principles, perhaps the most crucial aspect of nationhood, a fact formally confirmed by the
Declaration. And as one united people, the Americans could claim the right to separate and form
their own government. The Declaration establishes that this is not a local dispute, a civil war
within the British Empire that foreign powers would be bound to ignore and obligated not to
recognize. The confirmation of Americans as a distinct people opens the door to foreign support,

a significant concern of Continental Congress in deciding in favor of independence.

The case for American independence is not just to “throw off such Government” but to
“institute new Government . . . to effect their Safety and Happiness.” Independence is required to
maintain civic friendship and the ties of “our common kindred,” to formalize their status as

fellow citizens, and to become and remain a truly free people.

The Declaration of Independence is revolutionary, not because a particular group of
Americans declared their independence under particular circumstances, but because they did so
by appealing to—and promising to base their government on—a permanent standard of justice.

As such, the Declaration’s meaning transcends history and the particulars of the time.

Self-evident truths are not restricted to any one era or nation; they are as true today as

they were in 1776. It is in this sense that Abraham Lincoln in 1859 praised Jefferson as “the man
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who, in the concrete pressure of a struggle for national independence by a single people, had the
coolness, forecast, and capacity to introduce into a merely revolutionary document, an abstract
truth, applicable to all men and all times, and so to embalm it there, that to-day, and in all coming
days, it shall be a rebuke and a stumbling-block to the very harbingers of re-appearing tyranny

and oppression.”!?

We are now in the 250th year of our country’s life. As a nation, we should take this
unique opportunity not only to celebrate but also to relearn our history, the history of “the good
People of these Colonies” who struggled and resisted, dreamed and created, fought and died, to
found this country. Even more important, we must also rediscover those truths that are self-
evident. The Declaration of Independence draws us to things that are beyond the merely material,
allowing us to see a world imbued with meaning and to grasp the transcendent truth that sets us

free.

Abraham Lincoln once said that public opinion “always has a ‘central idea,” from which
all its minor thoughts radiate.”'* America’s central idea is the Declaration of Independence, and
everything else radiates from it. The Declaration is the common creed of America’s civic life,

and its words have become the shared poetry of our political soul.

Through its noble efforts to achieve its highest ends, this country has done more to

advance those principles than any other. America is beautiful not only for its spacious skies and

13 «“Abraham Lincoln to Henry L. Pierce and Others, 6 April 1859,” in The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln,
vol. 3, eds. Roy P. Basler et al. (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1953), 376.

14 Abraham Lincoln, “Speech at a Republican Banquet, Chicago, Illinois, 10 December 1856,” in The Collected
Works of Abraham Lincoln, vol. 2, eds. Roy P. Basler et al. (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1953),
385.
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amber waves of grain, as the patriotic hymn goes, but also for its “glory-tale of liberating
strife.”!> And the cause of all these good things, the source of America’s true greatness, is the

Declaration.

This is what unites us: a particular people, with a particular history, in a particular place,
dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal and endowed with unalienable rights
to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. This is what makes America exceptional, and this is

what makes America worthy of our affection.

HHHH
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15 See Katherine Lee Bates, “America the Beautiful,” rev. ed., published in The Boston Evening Transcript, Extra
Edition (Saturday, November 19, 1904): 19.
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