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It is an honor to introduce the quintessential founding document of our country – the Declaration of Independence – as part of America’s 250th anniversary.
As students of history will know, we sometimes need to grapple with the complexity of our country’s history through analyzing primary sources, evaluating multiple perspectives, and looking for connections across time. Great focus is placed on the analysis of primary sources, specifically examining their context, content, and perspective.  The Declaration of Independence serves as a prime example of this focus.  Perhaps no other document is referenced as much through other eras of history and the present, through movements for equality such as abolition, women’s rights, and the Civil Rights Movement, but also revolutionary moments around the world.  As Mark Twain once said, “history doesn’t repeat itself, but if often rhymes.”
Rarely do we have the opportunity that we have here today to hear the Declaration of Independence in its entirety, but before we get to that, I would like to provide a little bit of context, history, and perspective related to the document.
To truly understand the context of Declaration of Independence we have to back up much further than 1776.  The ideals of self-government and natural rights in this document have their roots not only in the Enlightenment, but also in the very beginning of colonization of the Americas with the creation of the Virginia House of Burgesses in 1619 and the writing of the Mayflower Compact in 1620, which established systems of self-government for the new colonies.
As time went on, Great Britain’s hands-off policy of “Salutary Neglect” allowed the colonies to grow and expand their self-governing, democratic institutions.  This continued until the end of the French and Indian War in 1763 which marked a distinct turning point.  From that point forward Great Britain tightened control of the colonies, tried to raise additional revenue through taxes, and ended its policy of salutary neglect once and for all.  Colonists saw these actions as tyrannical especially because of a lack of representation; hence the phrase, “no taxation with representation.” The colonists first tried to work with Great Britain to address their concerns but as their petitions were ignored, reconciliation became less and less likely.  These concerns would go on to become the largest part of the Declaration of Independence – the grievances – which consisted of 27 separate complaints against King George III.
While independence was not the initial goal, the publication of Thomas Paine’s pamphlet “Common Sense” in early 1776 led to a huge growth in the independence movement and ultimately the Declaration of Independence which in and of itself was ground-breaking.  To publicly declare separation, including the values at the core and the causes of the decision, had not been seen on this scale before and the mass distribution throughout the colonies and the world fueled a united war effort, appealed to potential allies, and became a model for revolutions everywhere.
While the Declaration and its ideals inspired revolutions across Latin America, the Caribbean, and even Europe, the document is definitely a product of its time.  Numerous groups are excluded and it used language that is considered offensive today.  Native Americans were referred to as “merciless Indian savages” and women and enslaved people were excluded from the ideals on which the nation was founded.  Thomas Jefferson actually attempted to add a grievance about slavery, blaming King George III for the system of chattel slavery that existed throughout the colonies, but it generated intense debate among the delegates from both the north and the south and was ultimately removed and replaced with a more general grievance about the incitement of domestic insurrections.
Thomas Jefferson’s views on slavery were complicated and contradictory, as he personally owned hundreds of enslaved people throughout his life but also pushed for gradual emancipation politically.  For all Americans there is immense tension in trying to reconcile all of this.
However, two things can be true at once – we can be inspired by the enduring ideals of liberty and equality articulated in the Declaration and we can also grapple with discomfort, frustration, or even anger at the language used and personal views of Founding Fathers like Thomas Jefferson.
And this is precisely the challenge of looking at primary sources.  They provide deep, meaningful, first-hand insight into the past, but also require us to critically engage with the complexities of history and our present.  Primary sources are living documents.  They don’t just tell us what happened, rather, they invite us to interpret, question, and debate as we engage with the past, attempt to understand the present, and imagine what the future could be.
As we hear the enduring words of the Declaration of Independence presented by this amazing group of young people, be mindful of the complexities and see this not only as an exercise in history, but as an opportunity to witness how words written 250 years ago continue to challenge and inspire us today.
