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SYNOPSIS 

 

1776, which opened on 
Broadway on March 16, 1969, 
is a musical history lesson 
about the events leading up to 
the signing of the Declaration 
of Independence by the 
Continental Congress in 
Philadelphia. 

The show, which has music 
and lyrics by Sherman 
Edwards and a book by Peter 
Stone, brings to life the 
debates, the behind the scene 

maneuvering and the compromises which led to the creation of the Declaration of 
Independence. Focusing on the supporters of Independence (John Adams, Thomas 
Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin and Richard Henry Lee), and its opponents (John 
Dickinson and Edward Rutledge), 1776 brings a pivotal event in American history 
to life. As the musical unfolds, we see the Second Continental Congress move to a 
vote on the question of Independence, select Thomas Jefferson to draft the 
declaration, and engage in fiery arguments that led to the Declaration’s adoption. 

As the delegates come to grips with the issues surrounding Independence, we become 
part of the struggle to forge one nation out of a diverse group of colonies. We 
become engaged by the complexities of trying to merge widely different political and 
ethical viewpoints into a uniform policy. We confront a series of essential issues that 
still shape the nature of our national experience. 

By traveling back to the scene of the signing of the Declaration of Independence, we 
are reminded that those we tend to think of as serious historical figures, memorialized 
in marble and granite, were actually people as full of human frailty and foible as we 
are.  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CAST OF CHARACTERS 

John Hancock: President of the 2nd Continental Congress. First to sign the Declaration with a 
very large signature so that “fat [King] George…can read it without his glasses!”  

Dr. Josiah Bartlett: New Hampshire delegate. In favor of independence.  

John Adams: Massachusetts delegate. A man found to be “obnoxious and disliked” [his own 
words] by many members of Congress. The leading advocate for separation from England.  

Stephen Hopkins: Rhode Island Delegate. He would prefer to be found at all times with a 
tankard of rum in his hand.  

Roger Sherman: Connecticut delegate. Sides in favor of independence. A member of the 
committee formed to write the Declaration. 

Lewis Morris: New York delegate. Abstains “courteously” on every vote. 

Robert Livingston: New York delegate. A member of the committee formed to write the 
Declaration. 
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Reverend John Witherspoon: Delegate from New Jersey. Witherspoon argues for, and wins, 
the inclusion of a reference to God in the Declaration.  

Benjamin Franklin: Pennsylvania delegate, who, along with Adams, leads those in favor of 
breaking away from England.  

John Dickinson: Pennsylvania delegate. Advocates reconciliation with England and King 
George III. A fierce opponent of Adams.  

James Wilson: Pennsylvania delegate. Casts the final vote to approve the Declaration because he 
wishes not to be known as “the man who prevented American independence.”  

Caesar Rodney: Delaware delegate who has skin cancer and leaves his death bed to vote. Favors 
independence.  

Colonel Thomas McKean: Delaware delegate. Scottish heritage. Favors independence.  

George Read: Delaware delegate who sides with Dickinson.  

Samuel Chase: Maryland delegate. Prefers eating to debating. Changes his allegiances during 
final vote.  

Richard Henry Lee: Virginia delegate who returns home to secure a resolution proclaiming 
independence.  

Thomas Jefferson: Virginia delegate who writes the initial draft of the Declaration. Eventually, 
he approves all changes requested by the delegates.  

Edward Rutledge: Delegate from South Carolina. Youngest member of Congress, he leads the 
opposition to the Declaration because it advocates the abolition of slavery.  

Joseph Hewes: North Carolina delegate. Sides with Rutledge on the slavery issue.  

Dr. Lyman Hall: Georgia delegate. Independent thinker, who weighs all issues before giving his 
support. 

Charles Thomson: Congressional Secretary.  

Andrew McNair: Custodian and bell-ringer.  

Courier: Brings dispatches from General Washington.  

Abigail Adams: Wife of John Adams. Not present in Philadelphia, but appears to her husband 
through letters and fantasies.  

Martha Jefferson: Wife of Thomas Jefferson. Summoned to Philadelphia when Jefferson 
develops writer’s block. 

Source:  Paper Mill Playhouse Audience Guide 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Invitations to Thought and Discussion 
There are many issues raised in 1776.  In this guide, we will explore the themes of the 
play as they relate to our country, ourselves and our world. Thinking about these 
themes helps us see what being a citizen of a democracy asks of each of us.  

Some major themes: 

1. What are the challenges in reaching consensus? 

2. What is our obligation to support an action, agreed upon by our family, our 
community or our nation, even if we disagree with it?  

3. How do we learn that our individual points of view are not necessarily “right,” 
and understand that there are other valid points of view from people of different 
regions, communities, and even eras in which they lived? 

4. When are we “kicking the can down the road” by avoiding important issues in the 
present and asking future generations to deal with those difficulties? 

Please take some time to ponder these questions and perhaps share them with those you 
live and work with. We are 242 years into our Independence and we have lots of 
work left to do. 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1. What are the challenges in reaching consensus? 

When we’re working in a group with different points of view and trying to find a consensus, 
how much are we willing to compromise so as to find common ground we can all agree upon?   

 What kind of personal opinions, ideas, values, or principles are we willing to throw over the 
side of the boat in order to settle on something we can all support?  

In 2018 

What are examples of consensus, both positive and negative, that we are seeing in our 
democracy at the moment? 

Is consensus really possible in a nation such as ours? If yes, what do we need to do toward 
moving in that direction? 

Make it personal 

Are you someone who helps a group reach consensus or do you rely more heavily on simple 
voting or one person deciding? How does this affect your friendships, family, work?  

Am I willing to be open to alternative opinions so that everybody wins, rather than focusing on 
“being right”? 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2. What is our obligation to support an action 
agreed upon by a group, even if we personally 

disagree with it? 

When we join in a group deliberation for the purpose of agreeing on a course of action 
(declare independence for England, or approve the new school budget) what is our obligation 
to support the agreed action, even if we are in the minority and are against it.   

Are we obliged to actively support the agreed action?    

Are we free to actively oppose it later, or do we forfeit that right when we agree to participate in 
a democratic process of reaching agreement?   Are we honor-bound to support the majority’s 
decision?  

In 2018 

How can I show support for my country when I am ambivalent or angry about the actions of 
my government? 

Is “majority rules” the best we can do as a country? What should we be striving for? 

How much do you feel our country supports the attitude, “We won, you lost; too bad for you.” 

Make it personal 

Did I vote in the last election? If I did not, should I have the same license to complain about or 
resist what is happening as someone who did? 

In elections where my presidential candidate has won, do I spend my time being self-assured 
and a little smug about that, or do I spend my time actively attempting to understand the 
positions of those who did not support my candidate?  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3. How do we learn that our individual points of 
view are not necessarily “right,” and understand 

that there are other valid points of view from people 
from different regions, communities and even 

times in history? 

It’s been said that “What we see depends on where we stand.”   We all have a point-of-view, 
a particular way we see things — especially when it comes to matters of politics. 

How might other folks living today, in different parts of the country, respond differently to 
“1776”?  

In 2018 

What signs do we see in our society that people are becoming more or less tolerant to the 
perspective of others? 

Should we be taking down statues of people who were perceived as heroes in their day but by 
today’s standards are judged in a very different light? 

Are the strengths of our country and its various viewpoints being tapped or ignored? 

What are the consequences, of ignoring the different voices that make up our country?  

Make it personal 

Am I tolerant of others’ points of view or do I judge quickly and get stuck in my own position? 
What should I do about that? 

When I hear what someone thinks, do I make a judgement about whether they are a good or bad 
person, or can I accept they might also be a good person with a different idea? How can I 
become better at that? 

Do I spend my time with people and activities that challenge my ideas, or do I stay pretty close 
to people and information that supports my perspective?  

  9



4. When are we “kicking the can down the road” 
by avoiding important issues in the present and 

asking future generations to deal with them? 

 When we elect to set aside certain issues in the interest of moving dialogue/decision-making 
along, what is the consequence of that?   

In the play 1776, the issue of slavery is “set aside” in order to be able to reach consensus on the 
matter of Independence.   

Could they have reached consensus on the issue of slavery also? Was it wrong to let that issue go 
without dealing with it directly?   

In 2018 

What other issues are we “kicking down the road” today to be dealt with by future generations 
of lawmakers, delegates, citizens?    

What issues were “kicked down the road” decades ago that are now bigger problems today 
because they were not faced earlier?   

Make it personal 

Do you believe we are creating a better world for our children in the future? 

What issues in your own life are you ignoring even though you know they are important?  
What do you imagine will be the result in the long run? 

When is taking action on an issue in your community in the best interests of the greater good 
and when does ignoring those issues become laziness, fear or apathy?  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Appendices: 

What Happened to our Founding Fathers? 
Have you ever wondered what happened to the 56 men who signed the Declaration 
of Independence?   

• Five signers were captured by the British as traitors, and tortured before they 
died.   

• Twelve had their homes ransacked and burned.   

• Two lost their sons serving in the Revolutionary war; another had two sons 
captured.   

• Nine of the 56 fought and died from wounds or hardship of the 
Revolutionary war.  They signed and they pledged their lives, their 
fortunes, and their sacred honor.   

What kind of men were they?  
• Almost all of them were well educated men of means and property. 

• Twenty-four were lawyers.   

• Eleven were merchants. 

• Nine were farmers or large plantation owners. 

• 41 of the 56 signers owned slaves at one point in their lives including 
Benjamin Franklin and John Hancock. 

 They all signed the Declaration of Independence knowing full well that the 
penalty would be death if they were captured.   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DIGGING DEEPER 
Historical Notes by the Authors    

How much actually happened? 

Peter Stone and Sherman Edwards 

The first question we are asked by those who have seen - or read -1776 is invariably: 
“Is it true? Did it really happen that way?” The answer is: Yes. Certainly a few 
changes have been made in order to fulfill basic dramatic tenets. To quote a 
European dramatist friend of ours, “God writes lousy theater.” In other words, 
reality is seldom artistic, orderly, or dramatically satisfying; life rarely provides a 
sound second act, and its climaxes usually have not been adequately prepared for. 
Therefore, in historical drama, a number of small licenses are almost always taken 
with strictest fact, and those in 1776  
 are enumerated in this addendum. But none of them, either separately or in 
accumulation, has done anything to alter the historical truth of the characters, the 
times, or the events of American independence. 

THINGS ALTERED 

Of the two main alterations that were made, one was in the interest of 
dramatic construction, the other for the purpose of preserving dramatic unity. First, 
the Declaration, though reported back to Congress for amendments and revisions 
prior to the vote on independence on July 2, was not actually debated and approved 
until after that vote. However, had this schedule been preserved in the play, the 
audience’s interest in the debate would already have been spent. Second, the 
Declaration was not signed on July 4, 1776, the date it was proclaimed to the 
citizenry of the thirteen colonies. It was actually signed over a period of several 
months, many of the signers having not been present at the time of its ratification. 
The greatest number signed on August 2, but one, Matthew Thornton of New 
Hampshire, did not even enter Congress until November 4, and the name of 
Colonel Thomas McKean of Delaware, probably the last to sign, had not 
yet appeared on the document by the middle of January 1777. It seems fairly 
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obvious, however, that the depiction of a July 4 signing, like the famous Pine-
Savage engraving of this non-event, provides the occasion with form and allows the 
proper emotional punctuation to the entire spectacle. 

THINGS SURMISED 

 Because Secretary Thomson did not keep a proper record of the debates in Congress, 
and because other chronicles are incomplete in certain key areas, a small number of 
educated suppositions had to be made in order to complete the story. These were 
based on consistencies of character, ends logically connected to means, and the 
absence of other possible explanations. It is unknown, for instance, whether Richard 
Henry Lee was persuaded to go to the Virginia House of Burgesses in order to 
secure a motion for independence that could be introduced in Congress, or if 
he volunteered on his own. Certainly, Adams was getting nowhere with his own 
efforts; he had, on twenty-three separate occasions, introduced the subject of 
independence to his fellows in Congress, and each time it had failed to be 
considered. It was also true that whenever an issue needed respectability, the influence 
of a Virginian was brought to bear. (Virginia was the first colony, and its citizens 
were regarded as a sort of American aristocracy, an honor that was not betrayed by 
their leaders. 

 The Virginian Washington was given command of the army, and the Virginian 
Jefferson was given the assignment of writing the Declaration.) Certainly, 
Franklin would have delighted in appealing to Lee’s vanity and deflating Adams’ 
ego at one and the same time, as Scene 2 of the play suggests. But the 
actual sequence of these events is unknown. And when Lee returned from Virginia 
(in Scene 3) a transcript of the debate in Congress on his motion for independence 
was never recorded. But the positions of individual Congressmen are known, and it 
was possible to glean phrases, attitudes and convictions from the many letters, 
memoirs, and other papers that exist in abundance, in order to reconstruct a likely 
facsimile of this debate. (Stick fights, such as the one occurring between Adams and 
Dickinson in this scene, were common during Congressional debate, and though 
there is no report of this particular one, the sight of the two antagonists whacking 
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away at each other certainly would have surprised no one.) Similarly, a record 
of the debate on the Declaration was never kept. But in this case, there was even 
more to go on. Jefferson himself, in his autobiography, provided two versions of the 
document—as originally written and as finally approved. Who was responsible for 
each individual change is not known, but in most instances, convincing conclusions 
are not too hard to draw. McKean, a proud Scot, surely would have objected to the 
charge of “Scotch & foreign mercenaries [sent] to invade and deluge 
us in blood.” And John Witherspoon of New Jersey, a clergyman and the 
Congressional chaplain, no doubt would have supported the addition of the phrase” 
with a firm Reliance on the Protection of Divine Providence,” which had not 
been present in Jefferson’s original draft. Also, Edward Rutledge must be charged 
with leading the fight against the condemnation of slavery, being the chief proponent 
of that practice in Congress. And the exchange between Jefferson and Dickinson, 
occurring in our version of this debate, includes lines written by Jefferson on other 
occasions, most notably: “The right to be free comes from Nature. The conversion 
of James Wilson of Pennsylvania from the “Nay” to the “Yea” column at the last 
minute (in Scene 7) is an event without any surviving explanation. All that is 
definitely known is that Wilson, a former law student of Dickinson’s and certainly 
under his influence in Congress, as his previous voting record testifies, suddenly 
changed his position on independence and, as a result, is generally credited with 
casting the vote that decided this issue. But why? A logical solution to this mystery 
was found when we imagine done fear he might have possessed that would have 
been stronger than his fear of Dickinson’s wrath - the fear of going down in 
history as the man who single-handedly prevented American independence. Such a 
position would have been totally consistent with his well-known penchant for caution. 
The final logical conjecture we made concerned the discrepancy between the 
appearance of the word“ inalienable” in Jefferson’s version of the Declaration and 
its reappearance as “unalienable” in the printed copy that is now in universal use. 
This could have been a misprint, but it might, too, have been the result of 
interference by Adams (he had written it as “unalienable” in a copy of the 
Declaration he had drafted in his own hand), who believed that this seldom-used 
spelling was correct. There is no doubt that the meddlesome “Massachusettesian,” a 
Harvard graduate, was not above speaking to Mr. Dunlap, the printer. It is also 
consistent with both men’s behavior that Adams and Jefferson should have disagreed 
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on this matter, as they did on most. They were to become bitter enemies for much of 
their lives, only to make up when they had both survived to extreme old age. Both 
lived long enough to be invited (by Adams’ son, John Quincy, who was then 
occupying the White House) to the fiftieth anniversary celebration of the 
Declaration of Independence. But on that very date, July 4, 1826, exactly a half-
century later to the day, both of these gigantic figures, Jefferson at eighty-three, 
Adams at ninety-one - each believing and finding solace in the thought that the 
other was attending the jubilee - died. Surely this was one of the greatest 
coincidences in all history and one which never would be believed if included in a 
play. 

THINGS ADDED 

The three instances of elements that were added to the story of American 
independence were created in the interest of satisfying the musical-comedy 
form. Again, it must be stressed that none of them interferes with historic truth in 
any way. The first concerns Martha Jefferson’s visit to Philadelphia in Scene 
4. While it is true that Jefferson missed her to distraction, more than enough 
to affect an unscheduled reunion, it is believed that he journeyed to Virginia to see 
her. The license of having her come to see him, at Adams’ instigation, stemmed 
from our desire to show something of the young Jefferson’s personal life without 
destroying the unity of setting. 

 Second, in Scene 5 of the play, Adams, Franklin, and Chase are shown leaving for 
New Brunswick, New Jersey, for an inspection of the military. This particular trip 
did not actually take place, though a similar one was made to New York after the 
vote on independence, during which Adams and Franklin had to share a single bed 
in an inn. Originally the New Jersey junket was included in the play, represented by 
two separate scenes (one in an inn, showing the sleeping arrangements mentioned, 
the other on the military training grounds, showing inspection of “a 
ragtag collection of provincial militiamen and irregulars” who could do nothing 
right until a flock of ducks flew by; the men’s hunger molded them into a smoothly 
operating unit).These scenes were removed, however, during the out-of-town tryout, 
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in the interests of the over-all length of the play and because they were basically 
cinemagraphic in concept. Needless to say, both should appear in the filmed version 
of 1776  

And third, the account of General Washington’s dusty young courier, at the end of 
Scene 5, of a battle he had witnessed, while an actual description of the village green 
during and after the Battle of Lexington, is a wholly constructed moment, designed 
to illustrate the feelings and experiences of the  Americans outside Congress, who 
were deeply influenced by the decisions made inside the Congress. One further note: 
The tally board used throughout the play to record each  vote did not exist in 
the  actual chamber in Philadelphia. It has been included in order to  clarify the 
positions of the thirteen colonies at any given moment,  a device allowing the 
audience to follow the parliamentary action without confusion. 

THINGS DELETED 

 Certain elements that are historically true have been left out or removed from the play 
for one of three separate reasons. The first of these was the embarrassment of riches; 
there are just too many choice bits of information to include in one, two, or even 
a dozen plays. The fact that Franklin often entered the congressional chamber in a 
sedan chair carried by convicts, for instance; or that, on several occasions, Indians 
in full regalia would appear before the Congress, petitioning for one thing or 
another, and accompanied by their interpreter, a full-blooded Indian who spoke with 
a flawless Oxford accent. Then there was the advisability of cutting down on the 
number of Congressmen appearing in the play in the interests of preserving clarity 
and preventing overcrowding. There is, after all, a limit to an audience’s ability to 
assimilate (and keep separate) a large number of characters, as well as the physical 
limits of any given stage production. For this reason, several of the lesser known 
(and least contributory) Congressmen were eliminated altogether, and, in a few 
cases, two or more were combined into a single character. James Wilson, for 
example, contains a few of the qualities of his fellow Pennsylvanian, John Morton. 
And John Adams is, at times, a composite of himself and his cousin Sam Adams, 
also of Massachusetts. But by far the most frustrating reason for deleting a historical 
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fact was that the audiences would never have believed it. The best example of this is 
John Adams’ reply (it was actually Cousin Sam who said it) to Franklin’s 
willingness to drop the anti-slavery clause from the Declaration. “Mark me, 
Franklin,” he now says in Scene 7, “if we give in on this issue, posterity will 
never forgive us.” But the complete line, spoken in July, 1776, was “If we give in on 
this issue, there will be trouble a hundred years hence: posterity will never forgive us.” 
And audiences would never forgive us. For who could blame them for believing that 
the phrase was the author’s invention, stemming from the eternal wisdom of 
hindsight? After all, the astonishing prediction missed by only a few years. 

THINGS REARRANGED 

Some historical data have been edited dramatically without altering their validity or 
factuality. The first example of this would be the play’s treatment of Adams’ 
relationship with his wife, Abigail. Two separate theatrical conventions have been 
employed; the selection and conversion of sections of their actual letters, written to 
each other during this period of their separation, into dialogue; and the placing of 
them in close physical proximity though they remain, in reality, over three hundred 
miles apart. The notion for this last device sprang, oddly, from a line in one of these 
same letters: Adams was complaining about their continued separation and 
finally pleaded, “Oh, if I could only annihilate time and space!” (The description of 
scenes, at the beginning of the play, defines these meetings by listing the area of 
dramatic action as “certain reaches of John Adams ’mind.”) The exchanges, 
spoken and sung, between John and Abigail Adams are, as has been stated, the result 
of distributing, as dialogue, sections and phrases from various letters. The list of 
their children’s diseases, the constant requests for “saltpeter for gunpowder” (and 
the counter request for pins), the use of the tender salutation “Dearest friend,” the 
catalogue of Abigail’s faults, the news of the farm in Braintree failing- even 
certain song lyrics transferred intact (“I live like a nun in a cloister” and “Write to 
me with sentimental effusion”) - all these were edited and rearranged in an attempt 
to establish a dramatically satisfying relationship .This same process was used 
to construct George Washington’s dispatches from the field. Literally dozens were 
selected, from which individual lines were borrowed and then patched together in 
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order to form the five communiqués that now appear in the play. Therefore, though 
the dispatches as now constructed were not written by the Commander-in-Chief, 
each sentence within them is either an actual quotation (“O how I wish I had never 
seen the Continental Army! I would have done better to retire to the back country 
and live in a wigwam”) or paraphrase, or comes from a first-hand report (the final 
line of the last dispatch, “…but dear God! What brave men I shall lose before this 
business ends!” was spoken by Washington in the presence of his adjutant, who later 
reported it). And finally, John Adams’ extraordinary prophecy, made on July 
3,1776, describing the way Independence Day would be celebrated by future 
generations of Americans and written in a letter to his wife on that date, has been 
paraphrased and adapted into lyric form for the song “Is Anybody There?” sung by 
Adams in Scene 7. The original lines are: “I am apt to believe that it will be 
celebrated by succeeding generations as the great anniversary festival. It 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 illumination, from one end of this continent to the 
other, from this time forward for evermore. You will think me transported with 
enthusiasm, but I am not. I am well aware of the toil and blood and treasure that it 
will cost us to maintain this Declaration and support and defend these States. Yet, 
through all the gloom, I can see the rays of ravishing light and glory. I can see that 
the end is more than worth all the means. And that posterity will triumph in that 
day’s transaction, even although we should rue it, which I trust God we shall 
not.” We have attempted, in the paragraphs above, to answer the question, “Is it 
true?”  

The final scene of the play shows the members of Congress being called individually 
to come forward in order to sign the Declaration of Independence. The characters' 
final positions are an approximation of John Trumbull's famous painting. Far 
fewer of the actual number of delegates who were in Congress are represented in the 
play, but the resemblance to the painting is unmistakable 

  18



            Thoughts on Courage & Leadership 

"The true test of the American ideal is whether we're able to recognize 
our failings and then rise together to meet the challenges of our time. 
Whether we allow ourselves to be shaped by events and history, or 
whether we act to shape them. Whether chance of birth or circumstance 
decides life's big winners and losers, or whether we build a community 
where, at the very least, everyone has a chance to work hard, get ahead, 
and reach their dreams.” 
 Barack Obama, 2005 

“The United States, almost alone today, offers the liberties and the 
privileges and the tools of freedom. In this land the citizens are still 
invited to write their plays and books, to paint their pictures, to meet 
for discussion, to dissent as well as to agree, to mount soapboxes in 
the public square, to enjoy education in all subjects without censorship, 
to hold court and judge one another, to compose music, to talk politics 
with their neighbors without wondering whether the secret police are 
listening, to exchange ideas as well as goods, to kid the government 
when it needs kidding, and to read real news of real events instead of 
phony news manufactured by a paid agent of the state. This is a fact 
and should give every person pause.”  
 E.B. White, One Man's Meat, 1944 

“The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of 
comfort and convenience, but where he stands in times of challenge 
and controversy.” 
 Martin Luther King, Strength of Love 1963 

“Each time people stand up for an idea, or act to improve the lot of 
others, or strike out against injustice, they send forth a tiny ripple of 
hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of 
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energy and daring, those ripples build a current that can sweep down 
the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance. Few are willing to 
brave the disapproval of others, the censure of their 
colleagues, the wrath of their society. Moral courage is a rarer 
commodity than bravery in battle o great intelligence. Yet it is the 
one essential, vital quality for those who seek to change a world that 
yields most painfully to change.” 
 John Fitzgerald Kennedy, Speech at Cape Town University   
 South Africa 1966 

“You gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience in 
which you really stop to look fear in the face.  You are able to say to 
yourself, “I lived through this horror.  I can take the next thing that 
comes along”.  The danger lies in refusing to face the fear, in not 
daring to come to grips with it.  If you fail anywhere along the line it 
will take away your confidence.  You must make yourself succeed 
every time.  You must do the thing you think you cannot do.” 
 Eleanor Roosevelt, You Learn by Living 1960 

“The world is a better place because it contains human beings who 
will give up ease and security in order to do what they themselves think 
worth doing. They do the useless, brave, noble… foolish and the very 
wisest things that are done by humans.  And what they prove to 
themselves and to others is that humans are no more creatures of 
habits, no automation in routine, but in the dust of which humans are 
made, there is also fire, lighted now and then by great winds from the 
sky.” 
 Walter Lippman, circa 1937 

  20



FINAL DRAFT OF  

THE DECLARATION  

of INDEPENDENCE 

When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve 
the political bonds 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 to 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 affect 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 shown that mankind is 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. 
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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 meantime exposed to all the 
dangers of invasion from without, and convulsions within. 

He has endeavored to prevent the population of these states; for that purpose, 
obstructing the laws for naturalization of foreigners; refusing to pass others to 
encourage their migration hither, and raising the conditions of new appropriations 
of lands. 

He has obstructed the administration of justice, by refusing his assent to laws for 
establishing judiciary powers. 

He has made judges dependent on his will alone, for the tenure of their offices, and 
the amount and payment of their salaries. 

He has erected a multitude of new offices, and sent hither swarms of officers to 
harass our people, and eat out their substance. 
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He has kept among us, in times of peace, standing armies without the consent of our 
legislature. 

He has affected to render the military independent of and superior to 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 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 offenses: 
• For abolishing the free system of English laws in a neighboring 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 in 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, burned our towns, and destroyed the 
lives of our people. 

He is at this time transporting large armies of foreign mercenaries to complete the 
works of death, desolation and tyranny, already begun with circumstances of cruelty 
and perfidy scarcely paralleled in the most barbarous ages, and totally unworthy the 
head of a civilized nation. 

  23

http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/documents/1776-1785/jeffersons-draft-of-the-declaration-of-independence.php#ships
http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/documents/1776-1785/jeffersons-draft-of-the-declaration-of-independence.php#combined
http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/documents/1776-1785/jeffersons-draft-of-the-declaration-of-independence.php#charters
http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/documents/1776-1785/jeffersons-draft-of-the-declaration-of-independence.php#charters
http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/documents/1776-1785/jeffersons-draft-of-the-declaration-of-independence.php#charters
http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/documents/1776-1785/jeffersons-draft-of-the-declaration-of-independence.php#charters
http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/documents/1776-1785/jeffersons-draft-of-the-declaration-of-independence.php#abdicated
http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/documents/1776-1785/jeffersons-draft-of-the-declaration-of-independence.php#armies


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 endeavored to bring on 
the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian savages, whose known rule of 
warfare, is undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions.  
[In Jefferson's draft, there is a part on slavery here] 

In every stage of these oppressions we have petitioned for redress in the humblest 
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 attention to our British brethren. We have warned 
them from time to time of attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable 
jurisdiction over us. We have reminded them of the circumstances of our emigration 
and settlement here. We have appealed to their native justice and magnanimity, and 
we have conjured them by the ties of our common kindred to disavow these 
usurpations, which, would inevitably interrupt our connections and correspondence. 
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 the 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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