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Even after the initial battles of what would become the Revolutionary War 
broke out, few colonists desired complete independence from Great Britain, 
and those who did–like John Adams–were considered radical. Things changed 
over the course of the next year, however, as Britain attempted to crush the 
rebels with all the force of its great army. In his message to Parliament in Oc-
tober 1775, King George III railed against the rebellious colonies and ordered 
the enlargement of the royal army and navy. News of this reached America in 
January 1776, strengthening the radicals’ cause and leading many conserva-
tives to abandon their hopes of reconciliation. That same month, the recent 
British immigrant Thomas Paine published “Common Sense,” in which he ar-
gued that independence was a “natural right” and the only possible course 
for the colonies; the pamphlet sold more than 150,000 copies in its fi rst few 
weeks in publication.

In March 1776, North Carolina’s revolutionary convention became the fi rst 
to vote in favor of independence; seven other colonies had followed suit by 
mid-May. On June 7, the Virginia delegate Richard Henry Lee introduced a 
motion calling for the colonies’ independence before the Continental Con-
gress when it met at the Pennsylvania State House (later Independence Hall) 
in Philadelphia. Amid heated debate, Congress postponed the vote on Lee’s 
resolution and called a recess for several weeks. Before departing, howev-
er, the delegates also appointed a fi ve-man committee–including Thomas 
Jeff erson of Virginia; John Adams of Massachusetts; Roger Sherman of Con-
necticut; Benjamin Franklin of Pennsylvania; and Robert R. Livingston of New 
York–to draft a formal statement justifying the break with Great Britain. That 
document would become known as the Declaration of Independence.

Setting the Stage

INDEPENDENCE

Cover photo:  Declaration of Independence, by John Trumbull, 1819
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JUL. 4, 1776
THE DECLARATION
OF INDEPENDENCE

Writing the 
Declaration 
of Indepen-
dence, 1776, 
by Jean Leon 
Gerome 
Ferris

On July 4, 1776, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, the Continental Con-
gress adopts the Declaration of Independence, which proclaims the 
independence of the United States of America from Great Britain and 
its king. The declaration came 442 days after the first volleys of the 

American Revolution were fired at Lexington and Concord in Massachusetts and 
marked an ideological expansion of the conflict that would eventually encourage 
France’s intervention on behalf of the Patriots.

The first major American opposi-
tion to British policy came in 1765 
after Parliament passed the Stamp 
Act, a taxation measure to raise rev-
enues for a standing British army in 
America. Under the banner of “no 
taxation without representation,” 
colonists convened the Stamp Act 
Congress in October 1765 to vo-
calize their opposition to the tax. 
With its enactment in November, 
most colonists called for a boycott 
of British goods, and some orga-
nized attacks on the custom houses 
and homes of tax collectors. After 
months of protest in the colonies, 
Parliament voted to repeal the 
Stamp Act in March 1766.

Most colonists continued to qui-
etly accept British rule until Parliament’s enactment of the Tea Act in 1773, a bill 
designed to save the faltering East India Company by greatly lowering its tea tax 
and granting it a monopoly on the American tea trade. The low tax allowed the 
East India Company to undercut even tea smuggled into America by Dutch trad-
ers, and many colonists viewed the act as another example of taxation tyranny. 
In response, militant Patriots in Massachusetts organized the “Boston Tea Party,” 
which saw British tea valued at some 18,000 pounds dumped into Boston Harbor.

Parliament, outraged by the Boston Tea Party and other blatant acts of destruc-
tion of British property, enacted the Coercive Acts, also known as the Intolerable 
Acts, in 1774. The Coercive Acts closed Boston to merchant shipping, established 
formal British military rule in Massachusetts, made British officials immune to 
criminal prosecution in America and required colonists to quarter British troops. 
The colonists subsequently called the first Continental Congress to consider a 



united American resistance to the British.

With the other colonies watching intently, Massachusetts 
led the resistance to the British, forming a shadow revolu-
tionary government and establishing militias to resist the in-
creasing British military presence across the colony. In April 
1775, Thomas Gage, the British governor of Massachusetts, 
ordered British troops to march to Concord, Massachusetts, 
where a Patriot arsenal was known to be located. On April 
19, 1775, the British regulars encountered a group of Ameri-
can militiamen at Lexington, and the first shots of the Amer-
ican Revolution were fired.

Initially, both the Americans and the British saw the con-
flict as a kind of civil war within the British Empire: To King 
George III it was a colonial rebellion, and to the Americans 
it was a struggle for their rights as British citizens. However, 
Parliament remained unwilling to negotiate with the Amer-
ican rebels and instead purchased German mercenaries to 
help the British army crush the rebellion. In response to Brit-
ain’s continued opposition to reform, the Continental Con-
gress began to pass measures abolishing British authority in 
the colonies.

In January 1776, Thomas Paine published Common Sense, 
an influential political pamphlet that convincingly argued 
for American independence and sold more than 500,000 
copies in a few months. In the spring of 1776, support for 
independence swept the colonies, the Continental Congress 

called for states to form their own governments, and a five-
man committee was assigned to draft a declaration.

The Declaration of Independence was largely the work of 
Virginian Thomas Jefferson. In justifying American indepen-
dence, Jefferson drew generously from the political philos-
ophy of John Locke, an advocate of natural rights, and from 
the work of other English theorists. The first section features 
the famous lines, “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.” The sec-
ond part presents a long list of grievances that provided the 
rationale for rebellion.

On July 2, 1776, the Continental Congress voted to ap-
prove a Virginia motion calling for separation from Britain. 
The dramatic words of this resolution were added to the 
closing of the Declaration of Independence. Two days later, 
on July 4, the declaration was formally adopted by 12 colo-
nies after minor revision. New York approved it on July 19. 
On August 2, the declaration was signed.

The American War for Independence would last for five 
more years. Yet to come were the Patriot triumphs at Sarato-
ga, the bitter winter at Valley Forge, the intervention of the 
French and the final victory at Yorktown in 1781.  In 1783, 
with the signing of the Treaty of Paris with Britain, the United 
States formally became a free and independent nation. 
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DID YOU KNOW?

It wasn’t widely known that Thomas Jefferson 

wrote most of the Declaration of Independence 

until the 1790s. Before that, it was believed 

to have been the collective effort of the entire 

Continental Congress.  



PEOPLE TO KNOW

T HIS  DAY IN HISTORY  /  5 JUL. 4, 1776  ∙  DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE

Jeff erson, author of the Declaration of Independence and the third U.S. 
president, was a leading fi gure in America’s early development. During the 
American Revolution, Jeff erson served in the Virginia legislature and the 
Continental Congress and was governor of Virginia. He later served as U.S. 
minister to France and U.S. secretary of state, and was vice president un-
der the second U.S. president, John Adams. During his two terms as presi-
dent (1801-1809), the U.S. purchased the Louisiana Territory and Lewis and 
Clark explored the vast new acquisition. Although Jeff erson promoted in-
dividual liberty, he was also a slaveowner. After leaving offi  ce, he retired 
to his Virginia plantation, Monticello, and helped found the University of 
Virginia.THOMAS JEFFERSON

1743-1826

Adams was a leader of the American Revolution, and served as the second 
U.S. president from 1797 to 1801. The Massachusetts-born, Harvard-edu-
cated Adams began his career as a lawyer. Intelligent, patriotic, opinionat-
ed and blunt, Adams became a critic of Great Britain’s authority in colonial 
America and viewed the British imposition of high taxes and tariff s as a 
tool of oppression. During the 1770s, he was a delegate to the Continen-
tal Congress and part of the fi ve-man committee assembled to draft the 
Declaration of Independence. In the 1780s, Adams served as a diplomat 
in Europe and helped negotiate the Treaty of Paris, which offi  cially ended 
the American Revolution. From 1789 to 1797, Adams was America’s fi rst 
vice president under George Washington. He then was elected the nation’s 
second president and served one term before being defeated by Thomas 
Jeff erson in his bid for a second term.

One of the leading fi gures of early American history, Benjamin Franklin 
was a statesman, author, publisher, scientist, inventor and diplomat. Born 
into a Boston family of modest means, Franklin had little formal education. 
He went on to start a successful printing business in Philadelphia. Franklin 
was deeply active in public aff airs in his adopted city, where he helped 
launch a lending library, hospital and college, and garnered acclaim for 
his experiments with electricity, among other projects. During the Ameri-
can Revolution, he served in the Second Continental Congress and helped 
draft the Declaration of Independence in 1776. He also negotiated the 
1783 Treaty of Paris that ended the American Revolution. In 1787, he was a 
delegate to the convention that produced the U.S. Constitution.BENJAMIN FRANKLIN

1706-1790

1735-1826

JOHN ADAMS



England’s longest-ruling monarch before Queen Victoria, King George III 
ascended the British throne in 1760. During his 59-year reign, he presided 
over a British victory in the Seven Years’ War; England’s successful resis-
tance to Revolutionary and Napoleonic France;  and the loss of the Amer-
ican Revolution. In the Declaration of Independence, George III was por-
trayed as an infl exible tyrant who had squandered his right to govern the 
colonies. In reality the situation was more complex: Parliamentary minis-
ters, not the crown, were responsible for colonial policies, though George 
still had infl uence over colonial aff airs. The king was reluctant to come to 
terms with his army’s defeat at Yorktown in 1781. He drafted an abdication 
speech but in the end deferred to Parliament’s peace negotiations. After 
suff ering intermittent bouts of acute mental illness, he spent his last de-
cade in a fog of insanity and blindness.

KING GEORGE III
1738-1820

The English philosopher and political theorist John Locke laid much of the 
groundwork for the Enlightenment. Trained in medicine, he was a key ad-
vocate of the empirical approaches of the Scientifi c Revolution. His polit-
ical theory of government by the consent of the governed as a means to 
protect “life, liberty and estate” deeply infl uenced the writing of the Decla-
ration of Independence. In addition, his essays on religious tolerance pro-
vided an early model for the separation of church and state.

JOHN LOCKE
1632-1704
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SEE IT

Declaration of Independence
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Declaration of Independence, by John Trumbull, 1819.

Independence Hall, where the Declaration of Independence was 
debated and adopted.



CONCURRENT EVENTS
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INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

Beginning in 1760 in Great Britain, and continuing through the mid-1800s, the Industrial Revolution fundamentally changed 
life in Europe and America. Industrialization marked a major shift in which predominantly agrarian, rural societies became in-
dustrial and urban. Manufacturing changed from a system in which production was done in people’s homes, using handtools 
or basic machines, to one done in factories utilizing powered, special-purpose machinery and mass production. The iron and 
textile industries, along with the development of the steam engine in 1765, played central roles in the Industrial Revolution, 
which also saw improved systems of transportation, communication and banking. While industrialization brought about an 
increased volume and variety of manufactured goods and an improved standard of living for some, it also resulted in often 
grim employment and living conditions for the poor and working classes.

♪
MOZART'S MUSIC

In 1762, 6-year-old musical prodigy Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart embarked on his first European concert tour. Although he 
died at just 35 years of age in 1791, Mozart is one of history’s most revered composers and had a profound impact on the 
development of classical music. He wrote dozens of symphonies, concertos, sonatas, chamber works, masses and operas, in-
cluding Serenade No. 13 (Eine Kleine Nacht-musik); Symphony No. 40; Don Giovanni; The Marriage of Figaro; and The Magic 
Flute, among many others.


FRENCH REVOLUTION

A watershed event in modern European history, the French Revolution began in 1789 and ended in the late 1790s with the 
ascent of Napoleon Bonaparte. During this period, French citizens razed and redesigned their country’s political landscape, 
uprooting centuries-old institutions such as absolute monarchy and the feudal system. Like the American Revolution before 
it, the French Revolution was influenced by Enlightenment ideals, particularly the concepts of popular sovereignty and in-
alienable rights. Although it failed to achieve all of its goals and at times degenerated into a chaotic bloodbath, the move-
ment played a critical role in shaping modern nations by showing the world the power inherent in the will of the people. 
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Signing the Declaration of Independence was an act of treason against the 
British crown, and treason was punishable by death. Why do you think the 
men who signed the Declaration of Independence felt strongly enough about 
it to risk their safety?

At the time America declared independence from Great Britain, there were 
many Americans who sided with the British and wanted to remain a part of 
the British empire. Why do you think this was? How do you think these “loyal-
ists” felt about the Declaration of Independence?

What do you think John Locke meant when he described “government by the 
consent of the governed”?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1

2

3
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CONFLICT RESOLUTION
It’s easy to forget that communication between the American colonies and Great Britain was slow and cumbersome, as 
all messages had to be sent via ship over the Atlantic Ocean. But what if King George III and the colonists could have 
spoken face to face? Ask students to imagine this scenario and write a potential dialogue in which the colonists present 
2-3 of their most pressing concerns and King George and his advisers respond. This could also be acted out. 

YOU'LL BE BACK 
Ask students to listen to and read the lyrics of “You’ll Be Back” from the Broadway musical Hamilton. Form small groups, 
and ask each group to analyze the lyrics, and then present an explanation what “King George” was referring to in the 
song. You may want to refer to the Genius.com annotations as you review. https://genius.com/7862578

MAKE AN ARGUMENT
Ask students to think of a school, community, regional or national issue about which they feel strongly. Then, ask them 
to write a declaration of their opinions following a similar format to the Declaration of Independence, with an expla-
nation of their stance followed by a point-by-point indictment of the current policy. Consider having partners take the 
opposite side.

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES

Signing the Declaration of Independence, by N. Currier, 1835
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Text: Transcription of the Declaration of Independence

https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration-transcript

Text: Declaration of Independence: What Does It Say? 

https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration/what-does-it-say

Text: Creating the Declaration: A Timeline

https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/timeline

Text: Facts About the Signers

https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/signers-gallery

Video: Jefferson and the Declaration of Independence

http://www.history.com/topics/american-revolution/declaration-of-independence/videos/jefferson-and-the-continental-congress

Video: Bet You Didn’t Know: Independence Day

http://www.history.com/topics/american-revolution/declaration-of-independence/videos/bet-you-didnt-know-independence-day

RESOURCES


