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one of the most memorable statements®
American history: the Declaration of Independence. He composed the work in 1776;
the watchful eyes of Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and the rest of the Continental lix
who spent two and a half days going over every word. Although the substance of ,
ment was developed in committee, Jefferson, because of the grace of his writing s
selected to craft the actual wording.

cretary of state (1790175
1801) and was himself elected pre

R
: s
a8

during his two terms (1801-1802

He then served as John Adams’s vice president (1797-

Historians have pointed out that Jefferson probabl|
mixed-race slave, and fathered children with her
However unclear his personal
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Despite their revolutionary nature, the ideas Jefferson expressed in the Declaration

of Independence were not entirely original. Rousseau's republican philosophies greatly
nfluenced the work. When Jefferson states in the second paragraph that “all men are
created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights,” he
eflects Rousseau’s emphasis on the political equality of men and on protecting certain
rundamental rights (see Rousseau, beginning with para. 40, p. 109). Jefferson also wrote
that “Governments are instituted among Men, derivi ng their just powers from the consent

of the governed.” This is one of Rousseau'’s primary points, although it was Jefferson who
mmortalized it in these words.

JEFFERSON’S RHETORIC

Jefferson’s techniques include the use of the periodic sentence, which was especially typical
of the age. The first sentence of the Declaration of Independence is periodic — that is, it is
long and carefully balanced, and the main point comes at the end. Such sentences are not
popular today, although an occasional periodic sentence can still be powerful in contempo-
rary prose. Jefferson’s first sentence says (in paraphrase): When one nation must sever its rela-
tions with a parent nation ... and stand as an independent nation itself . . . the causes ought to
be explained. Moreover, the main body of the Declaration of Independence lists the “causes”
that lead to the final and most important element of the sentence. Causal analysis was a
method associated with legal thought and reflects Jefferson’s training in eighteenth-century
legal analysis. One understood things best when one understood their causes.

The periodic sentence demands certain qualities of balance and parallelism that all
good writers should heed. The first sentence in paragraph 2 demonstrates both qualities.
The balance is achieved by making each part of the sentence roughly the same length.
The parallelism is achieved by linking words in deliberate repetition for effect (they are
nitalicized type in the following analysis). Note how the “truths” mentioned in the first
clause are enumerated in the succession of noun clauses beginning with “that”; “Rights”
€ enumerated in the final clause:

We hold these truths to be self-evident,

that all men are created equal,

that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable
Rights,

that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of
Happiness.

Parallelism is one of the greatest stylistic techniques available to a writer sens.itive
0 rhetoric, | s a natural technique: many untrained writers and speakers develop it on
eir OWn. The periodicity of the sentences and the balance of their parallelism suggest
thOughtfulness, wisdom, and control. i

Parallelism creates a natural link to the useful device of enumeration, or.' listing. Many
Viters using this technique establish their purpose from the outset — “I wish to address

117
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sa PREREADING QUESTIONS: WHAT TO READ FOR

The following prereading questions may help you anticipate key issues in the discussion
Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence. Keeping them in mind *

reading of the selection should help focus your attention.

1. Under what conditions may a people alter or abolish their government?

2. Why does Jefferson consider King George a tyrant?
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e 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
‘hem to the separation.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that 2
ey are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, that among
tese are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these
rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from
e consent of the governed. That whenever any Form of Government becomes
Jestructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish
i, 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 Govern-
ments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes:
and accordingly all experience hath shown, that mankind are more disposed
to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the
lorms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usur-
pations, 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 his-
tory 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 Tyr-
anny 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 3
the public good.

He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and press- 4
Ing 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 5
Ol people, unless those people would relinquish the right of Representation in
the Legislature,

He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable, 6
And distant from the depository of their Public Records, for the sole purpose of

I‘atiguing them into compliance with his measures. | |
He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly, for opposing with 7

Manly firmness his invasions on the rights of the people. |
He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others &

10 he elected; whereby the Legislative Powers, incapable of Annihila:tif)n,
have returned to the People at large for their eXercise; the State. remaining
N the mean time exposed to all the dangers of invasion from without, and

COnv :
Ny UlSions within.
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Laws for establishing Judiciary POWers.
He has made Judges dependent on hi |

cers to harass our People, and eat out their substance : _‘
He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies wit £
Consent of our legislature. '
He has affected to render the Military independent ot and supeno iy
Civil Power.
He has combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction forel D (
constitution, and unacknowledged by our laws; giving his Assent to their:
of pretended Legislation: ¢l
For quartering large bodies of armed troops among us:
For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from Punishment for any Murde
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 depnvmg us In many cases, of the benefits of Trial by Jury:

ey
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For takmg away our Charters abolishing our most valuable Q, P
altering fundamentally the Forms of our Governments: i

| prevent the population of these Stateg . . | ; ‘
thus controlling their growth, . B
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e has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on the high Seas to 28
near Arms against their Country, to become the executioners of their friends
and Brethren, or to fall themselves by their Hands.

e has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavored to 29
sring on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages, whose
wown rule of warfare, 1s an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes, and
conditions.

In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in 30
(e most humble terms: Our repeated Petitions have been answered only by
«epeated 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 attention to our British brethren. We have 31
warned them from time to time of attempts by their legislature to extend an
anwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We have reminded them of the circum-
stances 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 com-
mon 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 man-
kind, Enemies in War, in Peace Friends.

We, therefore, the Representatives of the United States of America, in 32
General Congress, Assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world
tor the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the Name, and by Authority of the
sood 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
Al 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.

““ QUESTIONS FOR CRITICAL READING

. What laws of nature does Jefferson refer to in paragraph 12

2. What do you think Jefferson feels is the function of government (para. 2)?

y way you can determine

3. Wh: . 1ot v about women? Is there an .
at does Jefferson say a pear to favor a patriarchal

his views from reading this document? Does he ap
system?
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4. Find at least one use of paralle! structure.m .theODfEC;;ﬁ‘:I‘i)srrf). W‘:xat

section on Jefferson’s rhetoric for a tion of p
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6. What do you consider to be th

tion? Where is it placed in the Decl

7. In what ways does the king's desire for stable government interfere

Jefferson’s sense of his own independence E
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3. Jefterson envisioned a government that allowed its citizens to exercise ;
rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Has Jefferson’s ;,n.f«
ary vision been achieved in America? Begin with a definition of these °-*
key terms: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Then. for each term,
examples — drawn from current events, your own experience, American

history — to take a clear and well-argued stand on whether the nation has
achieved Jefferson’s goal. E
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~ CONNECTIONS Write an essay in which you examine the ways in which
efferson agrees or disagrees with Lao-tzu'’s (p. 55) conception of human

nature and of government. How does Jefferson share Lao-tzu's commitment
to judicious inactivity? What evidence is there that the king subscribes to it?

Describe the similarities and differences between Jefferson’s views and those of
Lao-tzu.

. CONNECTIONS Alexis de Tocqueville (p. 139) and Ralph Waldo Emerson

(p. 124) both knew and read the Declaration of Independence. Write a brief
essay in which you examine the evidence that demonstrates their knowledge
of what Jefferson wrote. What specific issues do they discuss that seem to have
come from Jefferson’s Declaration? Which of them, Tocqueville or Emerson,

writes in a style reminiscent of Jefferson? How does their style help them make

the reader pay close attention to their main points? How do these writers use
argument to make their case?

. CONNECTIONS What principles does Jefferson share with Jean-Jacques
Rousseau (p. 99)? Compare the fundamental demands of the Declaration of

Independence with Rousseau’s conceptions of liberty and independence. How
would Rousseau have reacted to this declaration?
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