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INTRODUCTION



The Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation, the Constitution, and the Gettysburg Address have all shaped America into the nation it is today. Each of these documents served a different function and altered the way Americans perceive their country. The Declaration of Independence separated the thirteen colonies from Great Britain and outlined the philosophical ideals of the new nation when it was written in 1776. A few years later, the Articles of Confederation established the first national government for the newly independent states. The Constitution replaced the Articles twelve years later and created a stronger system of government that embodied the ideals of the Declaration and remains to this day. And finally, Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, delivered in 1863 during the Civil War, characterized America as a beacon of hope and freedom for the rest of humanity.


The original text of the four documents is organized and very specific. The structure of the Constitution, for example, clarifies how the government should function. It divides the government into three parts, all relatively equal in power so that no one branch can overpower the others. At the same time, the writers of the Constitution knew that they wouldn’t be able to predict the future challenges the nation would face, such as the Cold War, abortion, or electronic eavesdropping. Therefore, they made certain that the Constitution was flexible enough to allow the government to address any of these unpredictable issues. Parts of the Constitution are relatively vague, such as the Elastic Clause in Article I, Section 8, for example, which gives Congress the power to “make all laws which shall be necessary and proper” to uphold the Constitution; it’s a clause that allows Congress to pass new laws as needed. And, of course, amendments can always be added to the Constitution to make sure that some changes will be permanent. For this reason, most historians refer to the Constitution as a living document, a document whose meaning changes with time as the nation faces new challenges.


Unlike other companion volumes on the Constitution, this book doesn’t interpret the Constitution or the other documents. Instead, it presents the original texts of the Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation, the Constitution, and the Gettysburg Address with modern translations that anyone can understand. Sometimes the translations are purposefully vague, especially for parts of the Constitution that the Founding Fathers wanted to be vague, such as the Elastic Clause. Modernizing the language without altering the intent in this way highlights the genius (or inadequacy, in the case of the Articles) of the documents and allows readers to draw their own conclusions.




















THE
DECLARATION
OF
INDEPENDENCE







When Thomas Jefferson was selected in 1776 to write the Declaration of Independence, his job was to convince people all over the world that the colonies had the right to rebel against Great Britain. Jefferson strived to keep the document relatively short so the message would be powerful and to the point. His efforts were successful. In just a few paragraphs, Jefferson rallied the American people with damning evidence against Great Britain and King George III. In fact, Jefferson constructed a solid argument by listing King George III’s wrongdoings in the same way one would present evidence in a trial.


Jefferson’s most important argument was that governments derive their power from the people, an idea inspired by the writings of Enlightenment philosophers Jean Jacques Rousseau and Thomas Paine, among others. Both men believed that the people and their government had an unspoken agreement called a social contract. According to this agreement, the people had the right to create a new government when the old one no longer protected their interests. This idea was radical because, at the time, Europeans believed in the divine right of kings—that God wanted kings to rule and gave them their power.


The Declaration of Independence introduced the idea of holding monarchies and governments accountable to the people.


Jefferson’s phrase “all men are created equal” formed a bond between colonists from all classes and walks of life. Colonists also agreed that all men had certain rights that no one could take away, including the rights to “Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.” Many believed that these seven words made America different from Europe and the rest of the world because Americans could always strive to improve their lives regardless of their class, religion, and, eventually, gender and race. Ultimately, Jefferson described what would eventually be known as the American Dream.





THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE





IN CONGRESS, JULY 4, 1776. The unanimous


Declaration of the thirteen united States of America


When in the Course of human Events, it becomes necessary for one People to dissolve the Political Bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the Powers of the Earth, the separate and equal Station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent Respect to the Opinions of Mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the Separation.


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.—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. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient Causes; and accordingly all Experience hath shewn, that Mankind are more disposed to suffer, while Evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the Forms to which they are accustomed. 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, and to provide new Guards for their future Security. Such has been the patient Sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the Necessity which constrains them to alter their former Systems of Government. The History of the present King of Great-Britain is a History of repeated Injuries and Usurpations, all having in direct Object the Establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a candid World.


He has refuted his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the public Good.


He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and pressing Importance, unless suspended in their Operation till his Assent should be obtained; and when so suspended, he has utterly neglected to attend to them.


He has refused to pass other Laws for the Accommodation of large Districts of People, unless those People would relinquish the Right of Representation in the Legislature, a Right inestimable to them, and formidable to Tyrants only.


He has called together Legislative Bodies at Places unusual, uncomfortable, and distant from the Depository of their public Records, for the sole Purpose of fatiguing them into Compliance with his Measures.


He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly, for opposing with manly Firmness his Invasions on the Rights of the People.


He has refused for a long Time, after such Dissolutions, to cause others to be elected; whereby the Legislative Powers, incapable of Annihilation, have returned to the People at large for their exercise; the State remaining in the mean time exposed to all the Dangers of Invasion from without, and Convulsions within.


He has endeavoured to prevent the Population of these States; for that Purpose obstructing the Laws for Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to pass others to encourage their Migrations hither, and raising the Conditions of new Appropriations of Lands.


He has obstructed the Administration of Justice, by refusing his Assent to Laws for establishing Judiciary Powers.


He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for the Tenure of their Offices, and the Amount and Payment of their Salaries.


He has erected a Multitude of new Offices, and sent hither Swarms of Officers to harass our People, and eat out their Substance.


He has kept among us, in Times of Peace, Standing Armies without the consent of our Legislatures.


He has affected to render the Military independent of and superior to the Civil Power.


He has combined with others to subject us to a Jurisdiction foreign to our Constitution, and unacknowledged by our Laws; giving his Assent to their Acts of pretended Legislation:


For quartering large Bodies of Armed Troops among us:


For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from Punishment for any Murders which they should commit on the Inhabitants of these States:


For cutting off our Trade with all Parts of the World:


For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent:


For depriving us, in many Cases, of the Benefits of Trial by Jury:


For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pretended Offences:


For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a neighbouring Province, establishing therein an arbitrary Government, and enlarging its Boundaries, so as to render it at once an Example and fit Instrument for introducing the same absolute Rule into these Colonies:


For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most valuable Laws, and altering fundamentally the Forms of our Governments:


For suspending our own Legislatures, and declaring themselves invested with Power to legislate for us in all Cases whatsoever.


He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out of his Protection and waging War against us.


He has plundered our Seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our Towns, and destroyed the Lives of our People.


He is, at this Time, transporting large Armies of foreign Mercenaries to compleat the Works of Death, Desolation, and Tyranny, already begun with circumstances of Cruelty and Perfidy, scarcely paralleled in the most barbarous Ages, and totally unworthy the Head of a civilized Nation.


He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on the high Seas to bear Arms against their Country, to become the Executioners of their Friends and Brethren, or to fall themselves by their Hands.


He has excited domestic Insurrections amongst us, and has endeavoured to bring on the Inhabitants of our Frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages, whose known Rule of Warfare, is an undistinguished Destruction of all Ages, Sexes and Conditions.


In every stage of these Oppressions we have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble Terms: Our repeated Petitions have been answered only by repeated Injury. A Prince, whose Character is thus marked by every act which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the Ruler of a free People.


Nor have we been wanting in Attentions to our British Brethren. We have warned them from Time to Time of attempts by their Legislature to extend an unwarrantable Jurisdiction over us. We have reminded them of the Circumstances of our Emigration and Settlement here. We have appealed to their native Justice and Magnanimity, and we have conjured them by the Ties of our common Kindred to disavow these Usurpations, which, would inevitably interrupt our Connections and Correspondence. They too have been deaf to the Voice of Justice and of Consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce in the Necessity, which denounces our Separation, and hold them, as we hold the rest of Mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace, Friends.


We, therefore, the Representatives of the UNITED STATES OF AMERICA, in General Congress, Assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of the World for the Rectitude of our Intentions, do, in the Name, and by Authority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly Publish and Declare, That these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be, FREE AND INDEPENDENT STATES; that they are absolved from all Allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political Connection between them and the State of Great-Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved; and that as FREE AND INDEPENDENT STATES, they have full Power to levy War, conclude Peace, contract Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and Things which INDEPENDENT STATES may of right do. And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm Reliance on the Protection of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor.


—John Hancock
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THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE



Thomas Jefferson, the third president of the United States, wrote the Declaration of Independence when he was thirty-two years old.
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The unanimous declaration of the thirteen states that make up the United States of America


Sometimes, one group of people must cut off the political ties that connect them to another group of people and claim the independence and equality that the laws of nature and the Creator guarantee. When doing so, they must explain their reasons for declaring independence in order to respect all mankind in general.


In his first draft, Jefferson wrote that people were fundamentally equal regardless of race too, but colonial leaders from the South cut this from the final version.
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We believe it to be undeniably true that all men are created equal and are given certain unalienable rights by their Creator—rights that can’t be taken away. These rights include the right to life, the right to liberty, and the right to try to be happy. People create governments to protect these rights, and governments get their power from the people they govern. Whenever any kind of government fails to protect these rights, the people have the right to change it or get rid of it and to create a new government as they see fit to best promote their safety and happiness. Of course, governments that have existed for a long time shouldn’t be changed for insignificant reasons. History shows that people tend to endure hardships, as long as those hardships are manageable, rather than eliminate the forms of government that they’re familiar with. But when a tyrannical government repeatedly abuses the people, then the people have the right and duty to get rid of that government and find a new way to protect their rights. The American colonies have suffered patiently in this way for a long time, and therefore find it necessary to change their system of government. The current King of Great Britain has repeatedly mistreated the colonies like a despot. Here is factual proof for the whole world to see.
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The Declaration is a secular document, which means it has nothing to do with religion. Because Jefferson feared people would interpret the word God to mean the God of the Bible, he used generic words such as Nature’s God, Creator, and Supreme Judge.
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The King of Great Britain was King George III.


• The King hasn’t obeyed the law, which is necessary to promote the public good.


• He has prevented Governors from passing important and urgent laws and has required them to ask his permission before doing anything. But he doesn’t pay attention when they ask.


• He has refused to pass other laws for large groups of people unless they give up their right to representation in the legislature. Only tyrants would do this, because everyone is entitled to representation.


• He has told legislatures to meet at unusual and inconvenient places that are far from the places where the legislative records are kept in an effort to weaken them so that they’ll do what he tells them to do.


• He has repeatedly broken up legislatures and town meetings for opposing his decisions that take away the people’s rights.


• He hasn’t allowed the people to elect new Representatives after breaking up the legislatures, which has left the people without any way to make laws and at risk from both foreign and domestic dangers.


[image: ]


Colonists resented the Proclamation of 1763, which forbade them from settling west of the Appalachian Mountains after the French and Indian War.


• He has tried to prevent the colonies from growing. He has made it difficult for foreigners to live in the colonies legally and hasn’t allowed colonists to acquire new land or move to new territories.


• He has bogged down the legal system by not approving the laws necessary to establish judicial powers.


• He has put judges’ terms of office and salaries at his mercy.


• He has created many new offices and has sent great numbers of officers to harass our citizens and take away their livelihood.


• He has maintained armies throughout the colonies in times of peace without the approval of the local legislatures.
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Colonists resented the thousands of British troops who remained in the colonies after the French and Indian War, as well as the military occupation of Boston in the early 1770s.


• He has tried to make the military independent of and more powerful than civilian legislatures.


• He has subjected us to laws that we don’t recognize, such as laws to:


- House large numbers of troops among us


- Set up fake courts to protect those troops from punishment for murdering colonists


- Interfere with our trade with other countries


- Tax us without our permission


- Rob us of the right to trial by jury in many cases


- Take us overseas to stand trial for crimes we didn’t commit


- Abolish laws in a nearby province, create an arbitrary government there, stretch its boundaries, and introduce the same unjust rule that exists in the colonies


- Take away our charters as royal colonies, destroy valuable laws, and change the basic form of our government


- Disband our legislatures and give himself the authority to make laws for us at his whim


• He has failed to fulfill his governing responsibilities by not protecting us and waging war against us.


• He has pirated our seas, demolished our coasts, burned our towns, and ruined the lives of our people.


• He is presently bringing large armies of foreign soldiers to kill, destroy, and subdue our people in such a way that was unmatched in even the most barbaric times in history. These actions are unworthy of the leader of a civilized nation.


• He has captured colonists on ships at sea and forced them to fight against the colonies and kill their fellow colonists or be killed themselves.
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Colonists resented the royal navy impressing American sailors, which means forcing them into military service on British ships.


• He has encouraged revolutions among us and sought to pit Native American savages against frontier settlers, even though Native Americans are known to kill everyone, including women, children, and the elderly.


We have humbly asked that these wrongs be corrected, but our requests have been answered with continued tyranny. If a ruler is capable of acting only as a tyrant, then he’s unfit to rule a free people.


We have also tried warning the British people. From time to time, we have informed them that their government was trying to control us too much. We have reminded them why we left Great Britain and settled here. We have appealed to their sense of justice and kindness, and we have reminded them of our common ancestry so as not to disrupt our good relations. But they haven’t listened to us. It’s therefore necessary to think of the British people not as our brethren, but as any other person: friends during peace, but enemies during war.


So, as Representatives of the colonists and asking the Creator to accept the righteousness of our decision, we solemnly declare that these united colonies have the right to be free and independent. The colonies are freed from their obligation of loyalty to the King, and there is no longer any political connection between the colonies and Great Britain. Being free and independent, the new states now have the powers to declare war, make peace, trade, and do everything else that independent countries have the right to do. And in support of this declaration, relying on the protection of the Creator, we pledge to each other our lives, our wealth, and our sacred honor.


John Hancock





NEW HAMPSHIRE


Josiah Bartlett; William Whipple; Matthew Thornton


MASSACHUSETTS


John Hancock; Samuel Adams; John Adams; Robert Treat Paine; Elbridge Gerry


RHODE ISLAND


Stephen Hopkins; William Ellery


CONNECTICUT


Roger Sherman; Samuel Huntington; William Williams; Oliver Wolcott


NEW YORK


William Floyd; Philip Livingston; Francis Lewis; Lewis Morris


NEW JERSEY


Richard Stockton; John Witherspoon; Francis Hopkinson; John Hart; Abraham Clark


PENNSYLVANIA


Robert Morris; Benjamin Rush; Benjamin Franklin; John Morton; George Clymer; James Smith; George Taylor; James Wilson; George Ross


DELAWARE


Caesar Rodney; George Read; Thomas McKean


MARYLAND


Samuel Chase; William Paca; Thomas Stone; Charles Carroll of Carrollton


VIRGINIA


George Wythe; Richard Henry Lee; Thomas Jefferson; Benjamin Harrison; Thomas Nelson, Jr.; Francis Lightfoot Lee; Carter Braxton


NORTH CAROLINA


William Hooper; Joseph Hewes; John Penn


SOUTH CAROLINA


Edward Rutledge; Thomas Heyward, Jr.; Thomas Lynch, Jr.; Arthur Middleton


GEORGIA


Button Gwinnett; Lyman Hall; George Walton







OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction



		The Declaration of Independence



		The Articles of Confederation



		The U.S. Constitution



		The Gettysburg Address



		Appendices



		The Articles of Confederation vs. the Constitution



		Fun Facts about the Constitution



		Landmark Supreme Court Cases



		Further Reading



		Glossary















OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
*
sparrnotes





OEBPS/Images/arr1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/epub_cover.jpg
THE CONSTITUTION sisv-s10e P[, ATN ENGLISH

THE U.S. CONSTITUTION

AND OTHER IMPORTANT
AMERICAN DOCUMENTS

THE TEXT PLUS A TRANSLATION ANYONE CAN UNDERSTAND






OEBPS/Images/arr2.jpg





