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			Author’s Note

			Contrary to fashionable trends in American history, this work celebrates (as opposed to condemns) the miraculous American Revolution and Declaration of Independence. In this sense, this work is purposefully countercultural—or rather, pro-American. There is no meaningful attempt to review the subject matter from the Loyalist, British, French, Native American, fascist, communist, or critical race theory perspectives. Indeed, this work is unabashedly biased in favor of the Founding Generation. With only a few exceptions, it is written with their perspective in mind. As such, much of the discussion about the Founders is written in the present tense. Still, I do not ignore their deep flaws but place them in context. As much as possible, I leave ideological analysis aside and let the Declaration of Independence speak directly to you in all its glory, power, and clarity. 

			To assist the reader, my fantastic editor, Mike DeBruyn, added compelling questions to accompany much of the text. However, because the twenty-eight (not twenty-seven as is commonly believed) grievances of the Declaration do not lend themselves to such inquiries, they are omitted there.

			To ease readability, I have Americanized, regularized, and modernized spelling, punctuation, and grammar in nearly all primary and secondary sources. For example, the dreaded “hath” is expunged for “has,” “ye” becomes “you,” and “draught” is revised to “draft.” The colonial and English penchant to capitalize nearly every noun is excised. Similar modernization is throughout. Exceptions to this practice include the Declaration itself, the United States and State constitutions, the Holy Bible, and some publication titles. All references to the Creator (in whatever guise) are capitalized. Following the dominant (but less than uniform) treatment by the Founders, “State” and “States” are generally capitalized when referring to the newly independent former colonies. Congress and Parliament are treated as singular bodies. Similar conventions are deployed throughout the work. 

			In an admittedly unorthodox editing decision, I have omitted an index and bibliography. Fifty-five chapters track the text of the Declaration of Independence, meaning the book itself serves as a rather complete index of the Declaration. The notes amply support the material and direct the reader to the supporting sources for each phrase of the Declaration, constituting a bibliography for each chapter. For the most part, specific notes are reserved for direct quotations, and many chapters include a “catchall” note that supplies additional sources. To include a standard index and bibliography would not only be highly redundant but would rival the length of the text. An index listing just Thomas Jefferson alone would run scores of pages. In light of these choices, full citations (including some very lengthy titles) are used throughout the notes. Citations to historical dictionaries are mostly omitted as they are easily identified in the text and, as a matter of practicality, such sources uniformly omit page numbers, rendering more specific citations all but impossible. 

			Enjoy our adventure through the grandest document rendered by the hands of man.

		

	
		
			The independence of America, considered merely as a separation from England, would have been a matter of but little importance, had it not been accompanied by a revolution in the principles and practices of governments. She made a stand, not for herself only, but for the world, and looked beyond the advantages herself could receive.*

			Thomas Paine (1792)

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Why care about the Declaration of Independence?

			✩America is an idea more than a place or a people. That idea is best expressed in the Declaration of Independence.

			✩The belief in the First Principles of a free and just government articulated in the Declaration is what unites our country. It forges our common bonds. 

			✩Because we are forgetting—and many disdain—our First Principles and history, our country is at grave risk of cultural and political suicide. 

			✩By fully understanding the Declaration, we can renew the spirit of America and preserve our freedoms and liberties.

			We could rattle off deeply depressing statistics about our citizens’ ignorance of American history and civics or rail about the pathetic way much of American education belittles the American Revolution, simply to a war about tea taxes. We could complain about the fashionable trend of condemning our Founding Generation as worthless, mean-spirited, oppressive hypocrites, deserving to be remembered only for their flaws or to be canceled altogether from our collective memory. This book takes a different path. 

			Why learning about why the Declaration of Independence is important is unrelated to statistics, studies, and educational fads. Rather, it goes to the heart of the human condition. Although arising in a unique historical context, the Declaration expresses universal First Principles that shatter an old world built on inequality, oppression, and arbitrary rule. The Declaration’s First Principles of the rule of law, equality, unalienable rights, limited government, the Social Compact, and revolution (the right to alter or abolish oppressive government) turn the world upside down. At a pivotal time in human affairs, men and women who believe in those First Principles are willing to risk everything to fight for them. They break the shackles of tyranny and declare to the entire globe why it must be so. Those principles fundamentally change the world. 

			If you want to be a better person, live a better life, and be a constructive, positive influence in the world, the Declaration is among the best sources to follow. It is a guidebook of values. For those of us living in the United States of America, it is the foundation of our freedom, liberty, and equality. For those of us living elsewhere, it should be.

			John Adams asked,

			What do we mean by the revolution? The war? That was no part of the revolution. It was only an effect and consequence of it. The Revolution was in the minds of the people, and this was effected, from 1760 to 1775, in the course of fifteen years before a drop of blood was drawn at Lexington.*

			As Adams so eloquently explains, the American Revolution is not one of blood and tears—it is of the mind and soul. The American People take seriously the First Principles as articulated in the Declaration of Independence. When the American colonists understand that Great Britain is inexorably attempting to crush their unalienable rights, the colonists pledge their lives, fortunes, and sacred honor to defend these rights. The American Revolution is born. As Patrick Henry so immortally puts it, “Give me liberty or give me death!” This is no trite expression. They mean it. Many die; great fortunes are ruined. And sacred honor is maintained. 

			Like no other document, the Declaration expresses the true essence of our peculiar American Revolution. Despite this, the Declaration is barely understood in its birthplace. It is occasionally referenced or summoned, and most people recognize a phrase or two, but to understand it—to really understand it—is all but lost. Many recent books spend hundreds of pages discussing how it is drafted, but hardly a page on what it means. Books deeply dive into the events and key historical figures of the American Revolution but ignore why we declare independence.

			The Declaration brilliantly lays out for all to read the underlying First Principles that the Founding Fathers and Mothers embrace, the historical circumstances that compel the Founders to revolt from the British Empire, and the ideological justification for the legitimate independence of America. More plainly, the Declaration announces to the world that the American People have a duty to revolt and fight for their God-given rights against a tyrannical king and parliament. 

			This is not myth or idle chatter. This is not some hindsight justification for white male slaveholders to protect their slaves and property. Such slanders and slurs are often politically motivated distortions of history. This work is intended to remind us why America is the greatest nation in world history—even when we take a blunt accounting of our troubling and sometimes grotesque past. 

			Many Americans have a vague idea about how the Declaration came to be. That most Americans have ever read the entire text of the Declaration is highly doubtful. At best, few people have a deep understanding of its full philosophical underpinnings. Almost none really know or understand the twenty-eight enumerated grievances warranting revolution. This is hardly a surprise considering how our schools treat the document. As but one stark example, a leading review book for the Advanced Placement examination for the US Government and Politics course dedicates a single three-sentence paragraph to the Declaration.* By my account, this book you hold is the first major work in over a century to analyze the text of the Declaration line by line, phrase by phrase, and often word by word. Even the older works are often superficial, shallow, and inaccurate. For all their faults (and they have many), the Founders gifted us all a guide for preserving our liberties and equality, and it is right here for all to see in the Declaration. Despite its shortcomings, this work intends to remedy this dire situation. 

			Some might say, what about the Constitution? The Constitution is a specific framework—a formal and delineated governmental structure—embodying the First Principles articulated in the Declaration. As we will explore in text boxes throughout this work, the Declaration is extraordinarily important to the development of the Constitution. This is especially true—and forgotten—in connection with the Declaration’s twenty-eight grievances. Yet the Constitution could be altered in many ways without affecting the First Principles and the foundation of our liberties and equality. There could be one senator or five from each state, and their terms could be one or eight years. The minimum age of the president could be eliminated, or the president could be replaced with an executive council. The president could be elected by a direct popular vote. Supreme Court justices could be selected by the House of Representatives for ten-year terms. Increases in taxes could require the approval of three-fifths of Congress, and Washington, D.C., could be granted statehood. None of these changes would do serious injury to the underlying foundation of our freedoms or equality. After all, there are twenty-seven constiutional amendments, and we remain a free people. In fact, those amendments collectively make us a more equal, free, and just society. But to disregard the First Principles of the Declaration is fatal. This work illuminates how.

			Broadly speaking, the Declaration includes several parts:

			First, an introduction—an eloquent explanation from the Second Continental Congress why it is issuing the Declaration. The first paragraph is a magnificent, poetic passage setting the stage for the entire document.

			Second, a proclamation of the founding First Principles of a free and just government, including the rule of law, unalienable rights, limited government, the Social Compact, equality, and revolution. The second paragraph’s elucidation of our First Principles forever changes the hopes and aspirations of all humankind. 

			Third, a list of injuries and usurpations, often referred to as grievances, against the British Empire for violating those founding First Principles in the American colonies. These are critical to understanding why the Revolution is justified.

			Fourth, a proclamation that the former British colonies in North America are becoming free and independent States. These last two paragraphs of the document also wax poetic and evoke serious emotion. Just before them are several short transitional paragraphs explaining how the Founders’ appeals to the people of Britain to assist the colonies go unheeded. These last paragraphs form the closing argument about why independence is necessary and how the new nation will proceed in war and peace.

			Fifth and finally, a concluding mutual pledge of the signers of their lives, fortunes, and sacred honor to support the Declaration. They fulfill this pledge, often to their grave injury.

			Nearly all modern scholarship ignores the bulk of the Declaration. For example, the twenty-eight grievances that made it a duty for Americans to engage in the Revolution are often overlooked. Many think reviewing these grievances is boring, tedious, and irrelevant to modern society. Not so, for without the grievances, the rest of the Declaration is just a beautiful, empty shell of wonderful poetry. The Declaration comes alive in the grievances. Americans are rebelling against a bloody tyranny, and the grievances explain why. Furthermore, many of the issues that confront the Founders in the grievances in 1776 echo through the ages, to even today. We are fools to ignore the lessons of history.

			If you are to become the best person you can be, the Declaration is a spectacular guide for you to better understand your place in this universe and to improve yourself and others. If we are to become the best people we can be, the Declaration is a wondrous, vital pathway. If we are to preserve our republic, it is the only way. 

			Book One of this work is the full text of the Declaration. Usually, the text of the Declaration is stuck at the back of a book as an appendix or omitted altogether. Not here. The text comes first. Book Two is a line by line (often word-by-word) explanation of the Declaration. This comprehensive review is the heart of this work. The Epilogue presents two major recommendations about what to do with the knowledge you have gained. When you finish the book, you will know the true story of the American Revolution; why, in Abraham Lincoln’s words, America is “the last best hope of earth”; and how you can help save America.

		

	
		
			BOOK ONE

			The Text of the Declaration

		

	
		
			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 refused 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 harrass 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 & 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 Brittish 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.
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			I have often inquired of myself, what great principle or idea it was that kept this Confederacy so long together. It was not the mere matter of separation of the colonies from the mother land; but something in that Declaration [of Independence] giving liberty, not alone to the people of this country, but hope to the world for all future time. (Great applause.) It was that which gave promise that in due time the weights would be lifted from the shoulders of all men, and that all should have an equal chance. (Cheers.) This is the sentiment embodied in the Declaration of Independence.

			Now, my friends, can this country be saved upon that basis? If it can, I will consider myself one of the happiest men in the world if I can help to save it. If it can’t be saved upon that principle, it would be truly awful. But, if this country cannot be saved without giving up that principle […] I would rather be assassinated on this spot than surrender it. (Applause.)*

			Abraham Lincoln (February 22, 1861)

		

	
		
			BOOK TWO

			Reading & Understanding the Declaration

		

	
		
			Resolved, as the Opinion of this Congress, that it will be necessary, that another Congress should be held on the tenth day of May next, unless the redress of grievances, which we have desired, be obtained before that time. And we recommend, that the same be held at the city of Philadelphia, and that all the colonies, in North-America, choose deputies, as soon as possible, to attend such Congress.*

			First Continental Congress (October 22, 1774)

		

	
		
			1

			“In Congress,”

			What is the Continental Congress, and what does it do before the Declaration of Independence?

			✩In 1774, responding to British tyranny, twelve American colonies convene the First Continental Congress to unify their resistance. Congress declares the First Principles of a free and just government, lists a set of grievances outlining British oppression in violation of those First Principles, and adopts a plan of action. Congress also resolves to reconvene in 1776 if British oppression continues.

			✩When English oppression continues, all thirteen of the colonies reconvene a Second Continental Congress to lead a more determined and stronger opposition to the empire, climaxing in the Declaration of Independence.

			To begin our enterprise, we must understand who drafts and adopts the Declaration. Thankfully, the very first phrase explains that the Declaration is issued “in Congress.” But what is this “Congress”? Simply put, it is nothing short of a revolutionary government established by the colonies to fend off British tyranny. 

			To gain true insight into this Congress, we must look back well before independence. As England settles the colonies, they are ruled by the British government based in England. The legislative body is Parliament, which sits in London (to the current day). The hereditary House of Lords and the elected House of Commons comprise Parliament. But the colonists are unrepresented. In fact, not a single person from the colonies will ever serve in Parliament. 

			The executive branch is commanded by a hereditary king ruling over a global empire, including the thirteen North American colonies on the East Coast. Although London is the ultimate authority, the colonies have legislative assemblies elected by colonists, with governors typically appointed by the Crown. Through a century-long unofficial policy, often dubbed “salutary neglect,” the colonies are largely left alone to govern their internal affairs—with the very important exception of trade policy. Salutary neglect is a great boon for the Americans.

			This baseline entirely shifts with the French and Indian War (also known as the Seven Years’ War). That epic war is a struggle of global proportions, a momentous clash between the British and French Empires. It begins when Virginia Major George Washington sparks a powder keg in the American wilderness that erupts into a worldwide conflagration. To cut very short a complicated and lengthy tale, Great Britain prevails, and France cedes nearly all of its vast North American colonial claims to the British Empire.

			Although Great Britain wins, the cost of victory is an enormous governmental debt—double what existed before the war. The interest on the debt alone consumes approximately half of Great Britain’s annual revenue. Plus, to securely maintain its new territories, the British resolve to station ten thousand troops in America, requiring an additional, enormous sum of money every year for the foreseeable future. 

			To help pay for the war debt and new troops, the British government fixes its eyes on the American colonies. Moreover, British ministry officials are concerned that the colonies are drifting away from England toward inevitable independence. The taxes and assertion of control over the colonies serve the dual purposes of raising desperately needed revenue and ensuring a tighter grip on the colonists.

			Beginning in 1764, the British Empire begins methodically to enact laws and policies to extract funds from the American colonists while also imposing greater governance over the colonies. The empire repeatedly and relentlessly violates the unalienable rights of the colonists—rights which the colonists passionately believe they possess as Englishmen. These series of oppressive actions, famously referred to in the Declaration as a “long train of abuses and usurpations,” will be reviewed in great detail in this work. Each of these twenty-eight grievances is an egregious violation of the unalienable rights of the colonists.

			The colonists will have none of it. They vigorously resist, resulting in a dramatic tug-of-war between the seat of the empire and the colonies. One of the most dramatic and famous acts of colonial resistance is the Boston Tea Party (to be explored in detail later in this work), and it provokes Great Britain to enact a cluster of the most repressive measures up to that time—the Boston Port Act, Massachusetts Government Act, Administration of Justice Act, and Quartering Act, collectively labeled the Intolerable Acts in the colonies and the Coercive Acts in England. 

			On June 17, 1774, to counter the Intolerable Acts and unite the colonies in a single plan of resistance, Samuel Adams steps onto the world stage. He is a distant cousin to his now-more-famous relative, John Adams. He proposes in the Massachusetts House of Representatives a resolution that the representatives of several colonies meet in Philadelphia on September 1, 1774, to determine how to protect their rights and liberties. The Massachusetts House of Representatives adopts the resolution, and soon nearly all the other colonial legislatures concur. Representatives of twelve of the thirteen colonies meet from September 5 to October 26, 1774, at Carpenters’ Hall in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The First Continental Congress is born.

			Although there are fifty-six delegates (with varying numbers from the dozen colonies represented), each colony receives only a single vote. After a great debate, on October 14, 1774, the First Continental Congress approves and issues its Declaration and Resolves that (1) declares the First Principles of a free and just government, (2) lists a set of grievances outlining British oppression in violation of those First Principles, and (3) adopts a plan of action that (a) the colonies not import, consume, or export British goods and (b) Congress send addresses (that is, formal written pleas) to the people of Great Britain, the colonists, and the king, explaining the colonists’ position. They also resolve to reconvene in May of the following year if their efforts fail. Congress voluntarily disbands on October 26, 1774—hoping that its measures would be enough to save their liberties and negate the need to meet again.

			Alas, the First Continental Congress’s hopes are dashed. Since Great Britain continues its oppressive actions, the Second Continental Congress meets on May 10, 1775, at Carpenters’ Hall in Philadelphia. This time Georgia joins Congress—all thirteen British colonies are now present. Much has changed since the end of the First Continental Congress. The British double down on their oppression of the colonists: They occupy Boston, and colonial blood is spilled at the Battles of Lexington and Concord less than a month before on April 19, 1775. Patriotic colonists from across the colonies resist by placing Boston under siege. 

			The Second Continental Congress is the tip of the spear for the united resistance for colonists’ rights. Congress, in essence, starts to act as the unitary, national government for the United Colonies. The Second Continental Congress is “Congress” in the first line of the Declaration. Congress is composed of representatives of the thirteen English colonies on the eastern seaboard of North America: New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia. They are just discerning how to lead the Revolution, and as a representative body, they meet in a congress. Today, we do not usually refer to decisions being made “in” Congress but “by” Congress. That is because today, under the federal Constitution, Congress is the official representative legislature vested with very specific powers. In 1776, Congress is solely a gathering of thirteen independent nations, and so they meet in Congress. This is more than mere semantics, but a fundamental premise of the governing reality on July 4, 1776.*

		

	
		
			Every spot of the old world is overrun with oppression. Freedom has been hunted round the globe. Asia, and Africa, have long expelled her.—Europe regards her like a stranger, and England has given her warning to depart. O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in time an asylum for mankind. […] 

			We have the opportunity and every encouragement before us, to form the noblest purest constitution on the face of the earth. We have it in our power to begin the world over again. A situation, similar to the present, has not happened since the days of Noah until now.*

			Thomas Paine (1776)

		

	
		
			2

			“July 4, 1776”

			What happens near and on our nation’s birthday of July 4, 1776?

			✩Although the first shots of the American Revolution are fired on April 19, 1775, the Second Continental Congress does not adopt a resolution of independence until July 2, 1776.

			✩To justify this resolution of independence, a “Committee of Five” is formed to draft the Declaration. Thomas Jefferson is the primary draftsman and John Adams its primary advocate on the floor of the Second Continental Congress.

			✩The Declaration of Independence is adopted by the Second Continental Congress on July 4, 1776.

			With the outbreak of fighting in the colonies against British oppression, the empire closes down and dissolves various colonial legislative bodies, including the Virginia House of Burgesses. In response, the leading political leaders of Virginia create the Virginia Convention. In essence, the Virginia Convention is a revolutionary government replacing the House of Burgesses. On May 15, 1776, the Virginia Convention passes a resolution instructing Virginia’s delegates in the Second Continental Congress to propose to Congress that it should declare the United Colonies free and independent States, absolved from all allegiance to, or dependence upon, the Crown or Parliament of Great Britain.*

			On June 7, 1776, in accordance with Virginia’s instructions and egged on by Massachusetts delegate John Adams, Virginia delegate Richard Henry Lee moves that the Second Continental Congress adopts the following resolutions of independence:

			Resolved, 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.

			That it is expedient forthwith to take the most effectual measures for forming foreign alliances.

			That a plan of confederation be prepared and transmitted to the respective colonies for their consideration and approbation.*

			John Adams seconds the motion to adopt the resolutions of independence. However, the delegates strongly believe the resolutions must be unanimous, and New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, and South Carolina require additional time to consider them. Most everyone in Congress understands that these colonies will approve Richard Henry Lee’s motion after a short postponement to allow proper consultation with their respective political leaders. Confidently, on June 10, Congress postpones consideration of the resolutions until July 1. In conjunction with this postponement, Congress also appoints a committee to create a declaration to explain the reasons for independence. 

			On June 11, 1776, the day after determining that a committee should be formed to draft a declaration justifying independence, Congress appoints five men to serve on the committee: Robert Livingston of New York, Roger Sherman of Connecticut, Benjamin Franklin of Pennsylvania, John Adams of Massachusetts, and Thomas Jefferson of Virginia. 

			By far the most famous member of the committee, and a worldwide celebrity, is Benjamin Franklin. He is undoubtedly the most notable and famous American in the world. Self-educated from humble beginnings, he ascends to the top of society through force of will, discipline, ingenuity, and hard work. He is a printer, inventor, author, cultural icon, political critic, diplomat, and statesman. Franklin is wildly famous for drawing lightning from the sky, publishing Poor Richard’s Almanack, establishing a library, creating a fire company, organizing the militia in Quaker (pacifist)-dominated Pennsylvania, establishing an academic society, serving as postmaster general of the colonies and under the Continental Congress, being the first to chart the Gulf Stream, and inventing the Franklin stove, bifocal glasses, and the glass harmonica. He establishes schools for poor African American children in several cities. Franklin will help negotiate the peace with Great Britain.

			Roger Sherman is a former judge and extremely active member of Congress who serves on several key committees. He is the only person who signs the Continental Association, the Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation, and the Constitution. He helps negotiate the “Grand Compromise” at the Constitutional Convention, establishing a bicameral Congress with the House of Representatives representing States by population and the Senate representing each State with an equal number of senators.

			Robert Livingston actively opposes British oppression as early as the Stamp Act (1765), is likely a New York member of the Sons of Liberty, and is a leading political leader in New York. In 1777, he becomes chancellor of New York, the highest judicial office in the State, and serves in that capacity for nearly twenty-four years. Among other notable accomplishments, he serves as the first secretary of foreign affairs under the Articles of Confederation, as well as minister to France.

			John Adams is a farmer and exemplary lawyer by trade. He eminently and successfully defends the British soldiers who commit the Boston Massacre. Ironically, he is a leading Patriot in Boston—the epicenter of colonial resistance to British oppression. He is also the driving force behind the adoption of the resolution of approving independence. Adams later serves as commissioner to France, envoy to the Dutch Republic, and America’s first minister to Great Britain after independence. He helps negotiate the Treaty of Paris with Great Britain (ending the American Revolution), authors a groundbreaking and highly influential political treatise entitled Thoughts on Government that helps guide the Constitutional Convention, serves as the first vice president of the United States under George Washington, and succeeds Washington as the second president.

			Thomas Jefferson chairs the committee because he receives the most votes. A wealthy aristocratic member of the planter class in Virginia, he is only thirty-three years old and quickly catches the attention of Adams and the Continental Congress when, in 1774, he writes a searing indictment of British oppression. Entitled A Summary View of the Rights of British America, the pamphlet eloquently attacks the British for attempting to quash freedom in America. He serves as governor of Virginia, minister to France, secretary of State, vice president under Adams, and president after defeating Adams. Among other things, he is the driving force behind one of America’s first political parties, world-class author, founder of the University of Virginia, fabulous inventor, and wonderful architect. 

			The first draft of the Declaration falls to Jefferson. Franklin and Adams are also brilliant thinkers and writers, but Franklin is elderly and not up to the rigors of the assignment. Most pressing, he is suffering a fit of gout that cripples him during the key days of drafting the Declaration. Because he is such an outspoken proponent of independence, Congress likely expects Adams primarily to draft the Declaration. In fact, according to Adams, the five-member committee appoints both Jefferson and Adams to a subcommittee to create a first draft. However, Adams recognizes Jefferson’s eloquence. Adams later writes that he and Jefferson discuss the matter and that Adams pointedly tells Jefferson to write it. Jefferson responds by asserting that Adams should do so. Adams relates that the committee:

			appointed Mr. Jefferson and me, to draw them [in other words, the Declaration] up in form, and cloth them in proper dress. The Sub Committee met, and considered the minutes, making such observations on them as then occurred: when Mr. Jefferson desired me to take them to my lodgings and make the draft. This I declined and gave several reasons for declining. 1. That he was a Virginian and I a Massachusettsian. 2. That he was a southern man and I a northern one. 3. That I had been so obnoxious for my early and constant zeal in promoting the measure, that any draft of mine, would undergo a more severe scrutiny and criticism in Congress, than one of his composition. 4thly and lastly would be reason enough if there no other, I had a great opinion of the elegance of his pen and none at all of my own […]. He accordingly took the minutes and in a day or so produced to me his draft.*

			A slightly different but complementary version is conveyed by Adams in a subsequent letter in which he notes that Jefferson first tries to press Adams into writing the Declaration. Adams responds: “I will not. Why? Reasons enough.” Jefferson replies, “What can be your reasons?” Adams answers: “Reason first. You are a Virginian, and Virginia ought to appear at the head of this business. Reason second. I am obnoxious, suspected, and unpopular; You are very much otherwise. Reason third: You can write ten times better than I can.”*

			On the other hand, Jefferson’s recall substantially differs from Adams’s. He disclaims the creation of a subcommittee and simply believes that the other four members “unanimously pressed on myself alone to undertake the draft.”*

			Regardless of the exact details, undoubtedly Adams is sincere. He desperately desires Virginia to be in the lead because it is the largest colony, it is geographically in the middle of the colonies, and those in Virginia are seen as less personally invested in the Revolution. Having Virginia in the lead ensures that independence will be motivated and perceived as justified by higher concerns for rights and principles rather than petty local concerns. Massachusetts is the center of Revolutionary agitation. The cause is best served if the American Revolution is led by others. 

			Either way, Jefferson relents. Not only is Jefferson the best writer in Congress, but he also already possesses two substantial working drafts. The first is his 1774 A Summary View of the Rights of British America, detailing a list of grievances against the king and Parliament. The second work is a much more recent creation—a draft constitution for Virginia, penned in June 1776. Literally crafted on the eve of the Declaration, Virginia incorporates much of Jefferson’s work into its first State constitution on June 29, 1776. Jefferson’s work explains that King George III has “endeavored to pervert” his kingship “into a detestable and insupportable tyranny” through twenty-two specific tyrannical actions.* A Summary View of the Rights of British America and the draft Virginia Constitution lay the foundation for the twenty-eight grievances detailed in the Declaration.

			At first, Jefferson shares a draft of the Declaration with Franklin and Adams, who make a few suggestions that Jefferson readily adopts. The exact substance of these alterations is lost to history, but scholars agree that they are mostly stylistic. On June 28, the committee presents a final draft of the Declaration to Congress—just two days before the July 1 deadline earlier established for Congress to begin debating independence.

			Later, Adams will note that Jefferson’s draft “contained no new ideas, that it is a commonplace compilation, [its] sentiments hackneyed in Congress for two years before, and its essence contained in [James] Otis’s pamphlet [The Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Proved (1764)].”* Jefferson also noted that Richard Henry Lee “charged it as copied from [John] Locke’s [Second] treatise on government.”* When responding to Adams’s comments, Jefferson simply remarks that “Otis’ pamphlet I never saw, & whether I had gathered my ideas from reading or reflection I do not know. I know only that I turned to neither book [n]or pamphlet while writing it. I did not consider it as any part of my charge to invent new ideas altogether & to offer no sentiment which had ever been expressed before.”* Whether Jefferson’s profession is true is difficult to ascertain, especially since he recounted this understanding forty-seven years after the fact, when he was eighty years old.* However, considering that some of the language of the grievances is nearly identical to his prior draft of the Virginia Constitution, he likely at least borrowed heavily from that tract—perhaps from memory.

			In any event, on Monday, July 1, 1776, Congress begins in earnest to consider Richard Henry Lee’s resolution. Adams seconds the resolution. Lee is from Virginia, and his lead follows Adams’s desire that Virginia takes the first position for independence. Adams is clearly the person most responsible for convincing Congress to adopt independence—including persuading and cajoling congressmen one-on-one, as well as giving a pro-Revolution speech for the ages during the debate. Adams’s speech is so powerful that delegates jump to their feet, and the clerk drops his quill. Unfortunately, the speech is lost when the beguiled clerk stops taking notes. Adams is so indispensable that Jefferson dubs him the “Colossus” of independence.*

			In addition to considering Lee’s resolution for independence, on July 1, a raging debate ensues regarding the exact wording of the draft of the Declaration. Congress painstakingly reviews Jefferson’s draft, paragraph by paragraph, line by line, word by word. While Congress slices and dices substantial portions of the draft, Jefferson never says a word, although the critiques feel like dagger blows. He suffers in silence. On the other hand, Adams vociferously defends the initial draft with all his power. Jefferson later writes that Adams is “the pillar of its support on the floor of Congress; its ablest advocate and defender against the multifarious assaults it encountered.”*

			But Congress will have its way. It adopts many changes. Some are grammatical; some are for readability or precision. But they almost always improve the flow, tempo, vibrancy, and meaning of the draft.

			Other changes are more fundamental. At least one of these is grave and unforgivable—deleting a passage condemning the king for perpetuating the slave trade. Ironically, the slaveholding Jefferson condemns himself alongside the slave traders. However, this passage provokes strong objections from Georgia and South Carolina as going too far, and the passage is struck.

			On July 2, Congress concludes its debate on Richard Henry Lee’s resolution for independence and unanimously approves it. At this instant, America legally and politically becomes independent of the British Empire. The shackles are shattered. Even if he is obnoxious and unpopular, Adams wins the day. The very next day, Adams writes to his wife Abigail that the anniversary of independence

			ought to be commemorated, as the day of deliverance by solemn acts of devotion to God Almighty. It ought to be solemnized with pomp and parade, with shows, games, sports, guns, bells, bonfires and illuminations from one end of the continent to the other, from this time forward, forever more.*

			Adams’s prediction comes to pass: Independence Day is still marked with parades, games, and fireworks. But he is wrong on two major points. First, the celebrations center not on July 2, but on July 4. That is because the Declaration, as opposed to the resolution of independence, is officially adopted and announced on July 4. And because the Declaration is such a magnificent document, it overshadows the functional and somewhat perfunctory resolution of July 2. 

			Second, July 4 is hardly solemn. It has long ago been drained of any true meaning. It is commercialized and hollowed out as a time for barbecues and appliance sales. (This overarching trend of gutting the true meaning of all of our civic holidays is why my daughter Leah pounded on the table as a ten-year-old and demanded a new celebration for America—hence the creation of “Patriot Week.”*)

			On July 4, the Declaration—as modified by Congress—is ratified. A final engrossed document—i.e., the final version, complete text written in flowing calligraphy on parchment, ready for signature—is drawn up and signed by many of the delegates on August 2. Just to be clear, there are at least four versions of the Declaration of Independence. The first rough draft is by Jefferson alone. A second draft, presented to Congress on June 28, includes the handful of changes suggested by Adams and Franklin. The third draft incorporates the modifications by Congress and is approved on July 4. As president of Congress, John Hancock signs it, along with the secretary of Congress, Charles Thomson. Congress orders that it be promptly printed. That night, a local Philadelphia printer—John Dunlap—creates two hundred copies for public distribution. This version is referred to as the Dunlap Broadside, as it is printed on large “broadside” sheets of paper, which are much longer and wider than what we are used to today. After New York finally approves independence on July 19, 1776, Congress resolves that the Declaration be “fairly engrossed on parchment with the title and style of ‘The unanimous declaration of the thirteen united states of America’ & that the same, when engrossed, be signed by every member of Congress.”* Timothy Matlack, the clerk to the secretary of the Second Continental Congress, handwrites the Declaration. The fourth draft is the final, engrossed version. The Matlack-engrossed document is presented for the signatures of the delegates of the Second Continental Congress on August 2. Anyone in Congress is permitted to sign it, even if they did not vote for it or were not even in Congress on July 4, 1776. Ironically, Robert Livingston, a member of the drafting “Committee of Five,” does not sign it because New York recalls him before the Matlack-engrossed version is available for signature. Instead, he continues his public service in New York. One congressman—John Alsop of New York—resigns from Congress rather than sign it. Secretary Thomson’s signature is also omitted on the engrossed document. 

			Fifty-six congressmen eventually sign the Matlack-engrossed Declaration, with forty-nine delegates signing on August 2, 1776, and the other seven over the course of the next few months. The congressmen sign by State, right to left, in geographical order—the North signing first. Hence, the New Hampshire delegates sign first on the top far right and Georgia delegates sign on the far left. However, as president of Congress, John Hancock deliberately places his signature dead center on top of the other signatures, with by far the largest script. 

			The final, August 2, engrossed version cleans up capitalization, usage of commas, semi-colons, and colons, as well as spelling—some of which have long-lasting consequences. The main grammatical revision is the alteration of the word “inalienable” in Jefferson’s version to “unalienable” in the engrossed version. This change is likely purposefully made at the direction of Adams, who is in charge of overseeing the production of the final, engrossed version. This fourth and final version is the commonly recognizable version, marked with the familiar calligraphic flowing script with John Hancock’s and scores of other congressmen’s handwritten signatures.

			In sum, independence is technically established on July 2, 1776—that is, the date when the Second Continental Congress, meeting in Philadelphia, approves Richard Henry Lee’s resolution severing all ties with the British Empire and creating a newly independent country. But we celebrate that independence on July 4 because it is on this date that Congress releases the Declaration. We revere the final August 2 text because it eloquently and powerfully explains why we chose to become a new nation completely unique in human history.*

		

	
		
			There must be no pulling different ways. We must all hang together.*

			John Hancock (as he signs the engrossed copy of the Declaration on August 2, 1776).

			Yes, we must, indeed, all hang together, or most assuredly we shall all hang separately.*

			Benjamin Franklin (immediately responding to Hancock)
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			“The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America”

			What irrevocable step is taken by the colonies?

			✩Collectively and independently, each colony agrees to declare independence, unequivocally tying their fates together.

			Congress adopts the resolution of independence on July 2 and the Declaration of Independence on July 4. The next phrase of the Declaration adds that it is approved by the “thirteen united States of America.” Although all thirteen colonies are represented in Congress, there is no unifying of the thirteen colonies into a new nation. In fact, each colony has been established in a separate fashion and has a unique pre-Revolutionary history. Until their resistance to the long train of abuses and usurpations, the colonies rarely cooperate with each other or coordinate policy. 

			Moreover, we cannot overlook the fact that on July 2, the colonies become free and independent “States.” In essence, each colony becomes an independent nation. The resolution of independence on July 2 does not change the reality that the colonies—now States—are almost entirely independent of each other. Congress is a compact—a coalition—of thirteen independent States acting in concert to oppose British oppression.

			The States are thirteen separate republics loosely banded together in Congress. There are no central executives or judicial branches. Congress can only act if all thirteen States agree. Even then, there is no central or national government to enforce the resolutions and acts of Congress. 

			This is exactly why the phrase “the thirteen united States of America” uses this terminology. Today we refer to the country as “the United States of America,” not the “fifty United States of America,” because under the current Constitution, we have a unifying, federal constitutional government—but that is not the case in July of 1776. Congress itself is insufficient to establish a new nation.

			The sentence also refers to a “Declaration.” This seems rather obvious but is noteworthy. Congress and States are not simply passing a garden-variety resolution or law; they are making a profound pronouncement—for our citizens, our British brethren, and the world. 

			Although the Declaration of Independence is entirely unique, this is not to say that there are no “declarations” before it in British history. King James I, Lord Protector Oliver Cromwell, the Quakers, William the Conqueror, and King James III all issued declarations on vital issues.

			The most pertinent English declaration for our purposes is An Act Declaring the Rights and Liberties of the Subject and Settling the Succession of the Crown, colloquially referred to as the Bill of Rights 1689. Parliament enacts this groundbreaking document in the wake of the Glorious Revolution (to be more fully explored later). It begins with a condemnation of King James II, with a list of fifteen specific grievances, and guarantees the protection of the many rights of Englishmen. 

			In organizing resistance to British oppression, the colonists follow the technique of issuing a declaration. In particular, the Stamp Act Congress convenes in opposition to the dreaded Stamp Act and approves a Declaration of Rights and Grievances on October 19, 1765, condemning taxation without representation, the suppression of the right to a jury trial, and virtual representation (all topics to be explored in detail below). It also demands repeal of the Stamp Act.

			Understanding its power, the Continental Congress issues two key declarations before 1776. On October 14, 1774, the Declaration and Resolves of the First Continental Congress denounces British oppression, which we explored above. On July 6, 1775, the Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms of the Second Continental Congress justifies and authorizes violent resistance to British oppression.

			Although the declarations are not unique, never has a nation been birthed in such a dramatic fashion, accompanied by such eloquent words deeply rooted in the foundations of truth, freedom, and equality. Certainly, there have been civil wars, wars of conquests, and revolts, but never has such an effort been accompanied by a carefully drafted, considered, debated, and approved declaration with a majesty that rings through the ages—inspiring men and women of each succeeding generation to this very day.

			The last word of this phrase to explore is “Unanimous.” Of course, that means all the States agree on the Declaration. The vote occurs on July 4, and all the States agree, right? Actually, on July 4, only twelve of the thirteen States approve the Declaration. Although the other colonies all provide their congressional delegates authority to approve independence, the New York delegates do not yet have that approval. Yet, the New York delegation does not oppose independence—New York merely abstains—and the appearance that the Declaration is unanimous is maintained.

			On July 9, New York approves the Declaration, and that approval is received by Congress on July 15. On July 19, Congress resolves that the engrossed, final version of the Declaration be produced, and that delegates sign that engrossed copy. Since New York now approves the Declaration, Congress revises the introduction. The original version simply provides:

			In Congress, July 4, 1776 

			A Declaration by the Representatives of the United States of America, in General Congress Assembled.*

			On July 19, Congress approves this wording:

			In Congress, July 4, 1776

			The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America,

			The rephrasing, especially adding the word “unanimous,” is subtle but very important. The world now knows that all thirteen States approve the Declaration. Independence is unanimous.

		

	
		
			Happily for America, happily we trust for the whole human race, they [the Founding Fathers] pursued a new and more noble course. They accomplished a revolution which has no parallel in the annals of human society. They reared the fabrics of governments which have no model on the face of the globe.*

			James Madison (1788)
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			“When in the Course of human events”

			Why do we seek a new and nobler path?

			✩The Declaration is a key part of the march of progress for human equality and freedom.

			✩The Declaration is the profoundly considered action of a people controlling their own destiny to improve mankind.

			✩Although it is a product of a specific time and place, the Declaration is immensely relevant—even critical to our way of life—today. 

			The Declaration begins with the simple word “when.” This word is easy to skip over. But let’s not be so hasty. Why is this seemingly comprehensible and trivial word important to explore? To understand the Declaration, we must understand the specific time that it occurs. The Declaration is deeply embedded in its time and place. 

			Yet the Declaration is also relevant today. It is tremendously important—perhaps the most important document in American history. It defines the nation then and now. We use it to measure our successes and failures. It inspires generations of men and women across the globe. Indeed, putting aside religious texts, it may very well be the most important text in history. This is so because it is truly revolutionary. It does not merely justify the war of independence; it justifies a revolutionary society. Proving this point is the primary purpose of this work. And to truly understand the Declaration, we need to understand the historical context from which it arises—which this work thoroughly explores.

			The first sentence of the Declaration continues, “in the course of human events.” This clause also seems simple but is actually complex and vitally important. It reveals the underlying understanding of the Founding Fathers of time and history. For much of ancient history, and for some religions even today, the concept of time is cyclical. Some refer to time as a wheel. We have seasons. Without fail, the seasons repeat annually. Crops are planted at a certain time; they are harvested at another. The next year, the cycle repeats. Generalizing that rhythm to higher realms makes it a universal trait of time. Events repeat on a cosmic scale. Humankind is born, matures, and dies—and this pattern repeats over and over. 

			However, the Founding Fathers and Mothers reject the cyclical view of time. Jefferson literally and figuratively refers to this idea in his phrase, “When in the course of human events.” Modern Western conceptions of time—that is, of European and Judeo-Christian origin—think of time as going only in one direction: forward. It is like a river, flowing in one direction.

			The Founding Fathers and Mothers are mostly children and believers of the Enlightenment. They believe in progress—that with the application of reason and science, the human condition will inevitably improve over time. The idea that humankind can advance health, comfort, and knowledge with each passing year, and that living standards will steadily increase with each generation, is deeply embedded in this Enlightenment perspective. 

			The overarching story of the Talmud and Bible is how God’s chosen people advance in the march of history toward salvation. Beginning with Genesis, the Bible reveals the linear progress of God’s chosen people. Christianity carries this perspective forward in its scripture regarding the prophets, Jesus Christ, and Revelation. This idea of forward progress is deeply embedded in the Jewish and Christian faiths. Like a great river flowing in one direction, as mentioned earlier, there is a current of history that moves forward toward a better tomorrow.

			Inherent in this view is the idea that the people have control over their destiny. The Founders believe that destiny is controlled by human events. Certainly, there are natural disasters and other catastrophes outside human control, but generally, we shape our own destiny. Human progress happens because men and women make it so. People investigate, explore, probe, sacrifice, and dedicate their energies, resources, and time to make the improvements we all enjoy. We are not automatons mindlessly wandering the world. We purposefully consider challenges and shortcomings in the world, which could become opportunities to improve life, and then dedicate ourselves to making it so. We control our own fates.

			In 1776, the Founders understand that it is their time to make a stand for the world. As James Madison reflects, the Founders must pursue “a new and more noble course.” The key question is the following: Where is the course of human events taking us in 1776? To revolution! And why is that? We must read on.

		

	
		
			If we wish to be free; if we mean to preserve inviolate those inestimable privileges for which we have been so long contending; if we mean not basely to abandon the noble struggle in which we have so long engaged […] we must fight!*

			Patrick Henry (March 23, 1775)
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			“it becomes necessary”

			Why do we make the difficult and irrevocable choice to break away from the king?

			✩The Declaration is not a matter of choice; the Founders understand that they must declare independence or that their freedom—and consequently our freedom—will be lost to tyrants forever.

			“When, in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary”: The Founders do not write when “convenient,” “at our leisure,” or “whenever we feel like it.” They do not suggest that independence will simply be a “good idea” or the “most preferable option” of many choices. It is not only “justifiable” or “warranted.” The Founders carefully select “necessary” because it conveys the immense gravity of the situation they confront. Declaring independence must be done. It is required. There is no choice. Unless they are to forfeit their freedoms, Americans cannot retreat or otherwise remedy the situation. But it is more than just that. Revolution is compelled by Nature and the Creator—it is fate and destiny.

			A nearly forgotten key figure of Revolutionary America is the Presbyterian minister Reverend John Witherspoon, a Scottish immigrant to the colonies. In 1768, he becomes the president of the College of New Jersey (now known as Princeton). He serves as a delegate to the Constitutional Congress, signs the Declaration of Independence, serves in Congress, and attends the Constitutional Convention. A few months before he signs the Declaration, he delivers a fiery homily from the pulpit, thundering that resistance to the British is necessary to ensure justice and liberty. In fact, he persuasively proclaims that Americans have a duty to resist. It is not a matter of pride but of conviction (a subtlety too often lost in contemporary America). He readily acknowledges that this is his first political speech from the pulpit and explains that he must join the fray. Freedom, including religious liberty, will be lost if the colonists do not resist. “At this season,” he preaches, revolution “is not only lawful, but necessary” because “the cause in which America is now in arms, is the cause of justice, liberty, and of human nature.”* In full agreement with Witherspoon, the Second Continental Congress carefully chooses “necessary” as the most appropriate word. The universe itself is requiring the Founders to revolt.

			As we will explore in this work, the Founders repeatedly seek reconciliation with the British Empire through many means to avoid revolution—speeches, petitions, government resolutions, boycotts, protests, destruction of tea and stamps, and even limited armed resistance. In the end, these all fail. The Revolution is not a matter of choice. It is unavoidable and demanded by freedom and creation. The Founders are fulfilling the demands of Natural Law and the Creator. It is a world-breaking notion that they take seriously—and so will the world.*

		

	
		
			Our forefathers, inhabitants of the island of Great-Britain, left their native land, to seek on these shores a residence of civil and religious freedom. At the expense of their blood, at the hazard of their fortunes, without the least charge to the country from which they removed, by unceasing labour, and an unconquerable spirit, they effected settlements in the distant and inhospitable wilds of America […]. Societies or governments, vested with perfect legislatures, were formed under charters from the crown, and a harmonious intercourse was established between the colonies and the kingdom from which they derived their origin.*

			Second Continental Congress (July 6, 1775)

		

	
		
			6

			“for one people”

			Who exactly are these “Americans”?

			✩With nearly no assistance from Great Britain and through tremendous sacrifice, subjects of the British Empire forge the thirteen colonies out of the wilderness. In doing so, they develop into a new, unified people, separate from the remainder of the empire.

			✩This new American People is a melding together of immigrants and former slaves (and their descendants) from across Europe and Africa who are fiercely independent and jealously guard their unalienable rights.

			Until the Revolution, the colonists are the subjects of the British Empire. Each of the thirteen separate colonies has its own origins, populations, traditions, customs, laws, militia, governors, legislators, and courts. In 1776, colonists include immigrants, indentured servants, convicts, freed slaves, and all their descendants. Others, like the Quakers and Puritans, flee England to escape religious persecution and establish a new “city on a hill”—as John Winthrop puts it—where they can freely worship. The colonies are a great mixing bowl of nationalities, cultures, religions, and classes. Sprinkled (or perhaps more accurately, clumped) throughout the colonies are colonists from areas such as England, Scotland, Ireland, the Netherlands, Sweden, France, Spain, Germany, and Africa. Some colonists, like the Irish, absolutely detest England. Not all the colonies are originally established by England. Nevertheless, by the time of the Revolution, the British govern and dominate all thirteen colonies. 

			Regardless of how they arrive in the colonies, all colonists are subjects of the British Empire. Despite their diverse origins, the colonists share a common bond of allegiance to the king and Parliament, and they possess all the rights, privileges, and immunities of Englishmen. For the most part, they share a general culture and worldview.

			The idea that the colonists are a “people” separate from the British Empire would have been almost certainly rejected by most colonists before the conclusion of the French and Indian War (also known as the Seven Years’ War) in 1763. However, after the peace of 1763, as the British become oppressive and colonists actively protect their rights, the idea that the colonists are “Americans” starts to germinate. But even when the fighting explodes in 1775, most colonists consider themselves to be British. They are fighting for the rights of Englishmen to which they are entitled—nothing more and nothing less. This struggle is an internal family squabble, an insurrection to protect their rights or even a civil war of resistance, but it is not (yet) a war of independence.

			Others, however, are forming a radically different perspective. Thomas Jefferson is unable to attend the First Continental Congress, so he writes a pamphlet for the attending congressmen entitled A Summary View of the Rights of British America. In 1774, this remarkable work starts to establish the framework for definitively demonstrating that the colonists deserve to be an independent nation and are now a different people from the British by noting that “America was conquered, and her settlements made, and firmly established, at the expense of individuals, and not of the British public.”*

			Free from the bondage and oppression of Europe, Americans, through tremendous work and sacrifice, carve a new way in the wilderness. They flourish, enjoying religious, political, and economic liberties and rights far beyond the wildest dreams of the common person in Europe. This fundamentally transforms those who live in America. “What, then, is this American, this new man?” In compelling and prophetic language, J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur, in his Letters from an American Farmer, answers his own question:

			He is American, who, leaving behind him all his ancient prejudices and manners, receives new ones from the new mode of life he has embraced, the new government he obeys, and the new rank he holds. […] Here individuals of all nations are melted into a new race of men, whose labours and posterity will one day cause great changes in the world. [Italics are in the original.]*

			(These sentiments ignore the dark, unfathomable torture of the enslaved who are not treated as citizens at all and have none of the opportunities to which he speaks. This is addressed later in this work.)

			Let’s dwell on what transfiguration the free colonists have undergone. In some way, they purposefully choose to come to America. The trip is dangerous; many die. The survivors struggle under extraordinarily challenging circumstances. This struggle builds up their character and fortitude. They are not servile or weak like those left behind in Europe, but strong, vibrant, robust, and filled with verve. They are independent, spirited beyond anything imaginable in Europe. They take the best England has to offer and leave behind the worst. They fervently hold to the belief in the rights of Englishmen. There is no nobility in America. Religious intolerance and class divisions are much less severe than in Europe. A difficult landscape, hard work, and liberty are the great levelers. Men and women from across the world are forged together in a new type of people who are fiercely independent in spirit, dynamically innovative, and vigorously protective of their unalienable rights. They are a new people. The American People.*

		

	
		
			Every thing that is right or natural pleads for separation. The blood of the slain, the weeping voice of nature cries, ’TIS TIME TO PART. Even the distance at which the Almighty has placed England and America, is a strong and natural proof, that the authority of the one, over the other, was never the design of heaven.*

			Thomas Paine (February 14, 1776)
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			“To dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another,”

			Why do the colonies permanently break the political connection with England?

			✩England’s tyrannical actions have simply gone too far. The colonists determine that the time has come to sever their political ties with the British Empire and their people—Americans must govern themselves.

			The Declaration continues with this unusual phrase that the time has come to “dissolve the political bands” between Great Britain and the colonies. The Founders are not addressing cultural, economic, or military bands. As we will explore in this work, those are already dissolved. Therefore, on July 4, 1776, the issue at hand is political bands. Who will determine how governments are to be organized and administered? Who will choose and control public officials? Who will pass legislation, execute the laws, and ensure justice? Who governs? Who is sovereign? The political bands between the king, Parliament, and the British People on one side and Congress, colonial governments, and colonists on the other are at a snapping point. 

			A British immigrant who barely survives the voyage to Philadelphia and is scarcely in the country for a few months makes the closing argument about the need to permanently sever our political ties with the British Empire. On January 10, 1776, Thomas Paine anonymously publishes Common Sense. To call it an overnight sensation is a tremendous understatement. The pamphlet rivals the Bible for sales and readership throughout the colonies. 

			Paine argues, among many other brilliant observations, that independence from the British Empire is already a foregone conclusion—an inevitability. To have a small island thousands of miles away govern a vast continent populated by millions is absurd. Besides, too much divides the people and governments. Most importantly, the British are tyrants.

			Paine explains that the time for any kind of peace has long since passed: “Reconciliation is now a fallacious dream. […] For, as [John] Milton wisely expresses, ‘never can true reconcilement grow where wounds of deadly hate have pierced so deep.’”* Paine illustrates the point in much more colorful language: “You that tell us of harmony and reconciliation, can you restore to us the time that is past? Can you give to prostitution its former innocence? Neither can you reconcile Britain and America.”* Strong words!

			Paine declares the obvious—the time for petitions and addresses is over. “Wherefore, since nothing but blows will do, for God’s sake, let us come to a final separation, and not leave the next generation to be cutting throats, under the violated unmeaning names of parent and child.”*

			Before the Revolution, there is a Social Compact among the subjects of the British Empire—including the colonists. This idea of the Social Compact is critical to the American understanding of a free and just government. As will be explored in much more detail later in this work, the Social Compact involves the people joining together to create a government with the specific purpose of providing security and justice to the people. In a state of Nature without a government, all are at risk and vigilante justice reigns supreme. The whole purpose of the government is to stop this chaos and protect the unalienable rights of the people. 

			Yet, instead of protecting the unalienable rights of the people, the British are tyrannical. Through a long train of abuses and usurpations of the unalienable rights of the people as examined in the twenty-eight grievances in the Declaration, the British are attempting to destroy American liberties. Subverting the very purpose of government, the British forfeit their right to rule. Liberty can only be safe if the American People rule themselves. To defend our unalienable rights, the Declaration revokes that Social Compact between the American People and the rest of the empire. Americans must govern themselves. The political bands between the colonies and the British Empire are dissolved. America will be free.
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