Great Documents in U.S. History, Volume I

Importance
The Declaration of Independence is one of our nation’s two most important founding
documents. It is more than just an announcement of our separation from Britain. It states
the ideals that the country hopes to live up to even today. It is also a very important
statement about our approach to government.

The document begins with a statement of purpose. Then it presents the reason
government exists and a government’s responsibility to its people. The next part lists
examples of why King George III had failed in this respon31b111ty The final paragraph
formally states the colonies’ separation from the British: Empire.
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Vocabulary
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political bands—connections with a government

impel—to urge or drive forward

uhaliéh;iﬁié;nor' able to be takén aV\fay'
usurpatlons—thmgs taken by force

tyranny—oppresswe power brought to-bear by government

candld—falr

1mposxng=csta’oiislﬁxlg

abolishirlg'—_domg away with- |
arbitrzrry_;not fixed by lav(/'
suspe.nd_iln'g—st:o_pping temporarily
abdicated—given up power
plundered——taken by force
mercenarles——soldlers hlred by a forelgn narlon
perfidy—a disloyal dct

rectitude—the quality of being morally right
absolved—set free from an obligation
allegiance—loyalty

levy—wage, carry on
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The Declaration of Independence

The first sentence of the Declaration of Independence can be considered the
document’s topic sentence.
e What does this sentence say that the colonies intend to do?

e What is the document’s stated purpose?

According to Jefferson, what rights are all people born with? If something is self-
evident, does it need to be proven?

What can people do according to the document, if government does not fulfill its
responsibilities?

In introducing the grievances, Jefferson describes the colonies’ experiences with the
king. How does he sum up these experiences? What does Jefferson say the king'’s
intention is?

The document lists grievances against the king. List three in your own words.

In the final statement, the colonies appeal to the “Supreme Judge of the world.” To
whom are they referring?



7. Inyour own words, what is the main idea of the first six lines of the Declaration’s last
paragraph?

8. The last phrase states that “we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes
and our sacred honor.” What are the signers saying is at stake?

9. What is the most important sentence in the document? Why?

10. Jefferson identified 3 natural rights in the Declaration: “Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of
Happiness.” What do these specifically refer to in people’s lives today? List them.

Life

Liberty

Pursuit of Happiness



