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Description and goals 
 
Our course offers a unique chance for an extended investigation of the origins, meanings, 
and legacies of one of the most consequential documents in world history: the 
Declaration of Independence. Our primary and secondary readings provide a series of 
philosophical, political, economic, social, religious, and legal perspectives on the text’s 
sources and meanings; its drafting, circulation, and reception; and its changing place in 
American culture and world politics over nearly 250 years.  
 
What did the Declaration declare? What did it mean to its principal authors? What do we 
need to know to understand its basic ideas and words as contemporaries did? How did the 
text come into being? How did it reach readers? What did its earliest readers make of it? 
And how and why did understandings of the document change over time?  
 
These basic questions invite us to approach a familiar document from different 
perspectives and develop different core skills in the humanities, especially the abilities to 
read a text closely on its own and against different contexts for clues about intention and 
meaning; to evaluate historical evidence about sources and influence leading into and 
shaping a text; to trace the genesis and evolution of a text over multiple drafts, 
appreciating the role of different authors and editors; to study the material production of a 
text in its earliest forms; to explore the reception of a text, appreciating different 
understandings attached to it in its own time; and to chart the influence of a text and its 
changing meanings at different moments over time.  
 
With the exception of the English Declaration of Rights of 1689 and John Locke’s 
Second Treatise of 1690, both well known to American revolutionaries, the primary 
documents for the first half of the course date to the dynamic quarter century between 
1765 and 1789. They include longer complete works, such as the first two parts of 
Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography and Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, alongside 



shorter selections from the letters of Abigail Adams and John Adams, Edmund Burke’s 
speech on conciliation to the House of Commons, Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations, 
Thomas Jefferson’s original draft of the Declaration, Jeremy Bentham’s critique of the 
logic of Congress, the notes Alexander Hamilton took at the Federal Convention of 1787, 
James Madison’s tenth Federalist, and the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and 
Citizen. The documents from the second part of the course enable us to examine the life 
of the Declaration since the American Revolution, exploring the Declaration’s global and 
domestic political and cultural impact and including topics such as the deployment of the 
Declaration in arguments about slavery and the rights of women in antebellum America; 
the changing meaning of the Declaration in the era of Southern secession, the Civil War, 
and Emancipation; the place of the Declaration in contests over human rights and civil 
rights in the twentieth century; and the significance of the document today. In addition to 
providing contexts for understanding the Declaration from multiple perspectives, our 
secondary texts will also allow us to chart historical shifts in the study of the Declaration 
since the middle of the nineteenth century. 
 
Our section meetings in the Special Collections Research Center offer the opportunity to 
work first-hand with rare materials from the eighteenth century and after, and I invite you 
to take full advantage of our library’s extraordinary printed and online resources to 
immerse yourself in the intellectual and political worlds of eighteenth-century American 
culture. Exercises throughout the term will allow you to familiarize yourself with some of 
these texts and tools. 
 
Requirements and evaluation 
 

1. Active participation and regular attendance at class meetings. Please give yourself 
enough time to reflect closely on our primary texts before our meetings together 
and please email your session leader and the instructor ahead of time if you will 
not be able to attend a particular lecture or section (10%). 

2. A group presentation during one of your section meetings. Please sign up at the 
first section meeting. Group presentations (2-3 students, about 10 minutes overall) 
will begin in week two and should aim to help start conversations in your 
sections. Your group presentation will not require reading or research beyond 
what is already on our syllabus, but you are welcome to explore some of the 
optional readings on Canvas or to draw on one or two relevant items from Special 
Collections. (For presentations on SCRC materials please ask SCRC staff to hold 
the item for your Friday section; please also notify your section leader and the 
instructor if you plan to use SCRC materials during your presentation.) You 
should feel free to present about any topics in the texts you find interesting. 
Presenters might, for instance, isolate and discuss a passage that seems especially 
significant, test the interpretations of a secondary text against a primary source, or 
explore how an item from SCRC sheds light on that week’s common readings. 
(10%). 

3. Four exercises (due at the beginning of weeks 3, 5, 7, and 9) designed to help you 
build different research skills and to generate ideas for a final paper (40%, with 
each exercise worth 10%). Details for the first exercise are attached to the 
syllabus. 



4. A final paper on a topic of your choice related to course documents and themes 
(30%). The first three exercises will provide some possible avenues for further 
exploration; the fourth exercise will ask you to isolate a topic and approach and 
we will also circulate some prompts and suggestions for you to consider as you 
work through the many documents and themes of the course. 

	
Course readings 
 
All primary and secondary readings are available on or through our course website. We 
will also draw on rare materials available at Special Collections. A course reader with 
most of the primary documents for our first five weeks is available on Canvas as a single, 
continuously paginated PDF. I’ve written brief headnotes with a view of providing some 
contexts for appreciating these writings, but have stopped short of introducing my own 
interpretations. I suggest printing this PDF out for easier reading and reference during our 
sessions, both in meetings of the whole class and in your smaller sections. On Canvas 
you will also find some links to the same primary documents either in digital facsimiles 
of original printings or manuscripts or links to modern scholarly editions; it can be 
helpful to examine these materials for additional clues of how contemporaries originally 
encountered a particular text or (in the case of modern editions) for greater clarity 
through introductions or notes.  A selection of secondary readings and other resources 
(podcasts, videos, etc.), both required and suggested, are also available on Canvas. These 
include classic studies as well as recent scholarship or discussions on the origins and 
meanings of the Declaration. 
 
Professor’s Office Hours 
 
I invite you to drop by if you have a question, problem, or just want to talk about the 
course. For truly quick questions, please email me. If you can’t make regularly scheduled 
office hours and need to see me, talk to me after class or email me and we’ll find a 
mutually convenient time. 
	
Special	Collections	Research	Center	
	
We	are	fortunate	to	be	able	to	hold	our	Friday	sections	in	the	Special	Collections	
Research	Center	of	Regenstein	Library.	At	the	SCRC	you’ll	be	able	to	view	rare	books	
and	manuscripts	related	to	our	course	themes.	Your	first	exercise	will	involve	
looking	at	one	or	more	books	at	SCRC	and	you	may	also	elect	to	do	your	group	
presentation	drawing	on	SCRC	materials.	I’ll	curate	a	selection	of	materials	each	
week	and	provide	you	with	a	list	of	what	you’ll	find	on	the	tables.	Catherine	Uecker,	
Head	of	Research	and	Instruction	at	SCRC,	will	visit	the	first	section	meetings	to	
discuss	general	policies;	she	is	also	available	to	help	facilitate	your	use	of	rare	
materials	in	the	collections:	please	contact	her	at	cuecker@uchicago.edu.		
	
	
	
	
	



Meetings and readings 
 

Part 1: 1689-1789 
 
Week 1 
 
TU  1/8  Introduction 
 
TH  1/10  Parliament’s Declaration: Rights 
 
   Documents 1-2 
 
F  1/11  Sections in SCRC: Please read “Class Visit Policies” on Canvas  

and plan enough time to place coats and bags in lockers before 
sections begin at 9:30 and 10:30. 

 
Week 2 
 
TU  1/15  Ben Franklin’s Declaration: Origins 
 
   Documents 3-8 [esp. 8] 
 
TH  1/17  Tom Paine’s Declaration: Politics 
 
   Documents 10-15 [esp. 14] 
 
F  1/18  Sections in SCRC 
 
 
Week 3 
 
M 1/21  Exercise 1: Jefferson’s Suggested Readings Due 
 
TU  1/22  Abigail Adams’ and John Adams’ Declaration: Words 
 

Documents 16-19 
 
TH  1/24  Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration: Drafting  

 
Documents 20-25 

 
F  1/25  Sections in SCRC 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Week 4 
 
TU  1/29  Congress’ Declaration: Editing  
    
   Documents 26 and 30 
 
TH  1/31   John Dunlap’s Declaration, Timothy Matlack’s Declaration,  

and Mary Katherine Goddard’s Declaration: Publishing 
 
Documents 28, 29, and 36 

 
F  2/1  Sections in SCRC 
 
 
Week 5 
 
M 2/4  Exercise 2 due 
 
TU  2/5  Lemuel Haynes’ Declaration and Jeremy Bentham’s  

Declaration: Reading  
 

Documents 31-35 
 
TH  2/7  James Madison’s Declaration: Amending  
 
   Documents 37-53 
 
F  2/8  Sections in SCRC 
 
 
 

Part 2: 1789-Present 
(Readings on Canvas) 

 
 
Week 6 
 
TU  2/12  The World’s Declaration: Political Genres 
 
   Document 54 (and additional readings on Canvas) 
 
TH  2/14  John Trumbull’s Declaration: Visual Culture   
 
F  2/15  Sections in SCRC 
 
 
 
 



Week 7 
 
M 2/18  Exercise 3 due 
 
TU  2/19  David Walker’s Declaration, John C. Calhoun’s Declaration,  

and Frederick Douglass’s Declaration: Slavery and Antislavery 
 
TH  2/21  [NO CLASS]  
 
F  2/15  Sections in SCRC 
 
 
Week 8 
 
TU  2/26  Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s Declaration: Woman’s Rights 
 
TH  2/28  Dred Scott’s Declaration, South Carolina’s Declaration, and  

Abraham Lincoln’s Declaration: The Civil War 
 
F  3/1  Sections in SCRC 
 
    
Week 9 
 
M 3/4  Exercise 4 due 
 
TU  3/5  The Universal Declaration: Human Rights 
 
TH  3/7  Martin Luther King’s Declaration: Civil Rights  
 
F  3/8  Sections in SCRC  
 
 
Week 10 
 
TU  3/12  Our Declaration: Conclusions  
 
 
Week 11 
 
TU 3/19  Final paper due (for non-graduating students) 
	
	
	
	
	

 



EXERCISE 1: JEFFERSON’S SUGGESTED READINGS* 

DUE ON CANVAS ON MONDAY, JANUARY 21 BY 11:59PM 

On August 3, 1771, Thomas Jefferson wrote to his future brother-in-law Robert Skipwith to suggest a list 
of nearly 150 books suitable for a gentleman’s library. Please read Jefferson’s letter (one of our course 
documents) and then select two books from different categories on his list. Pick one title you’ve heard of (if 
you can) and one you haven’t. 

Use WorldCat (off the Library homepage) to determine when and where your books were first published; 
then—using the electronic resources described below—find electronic facsimiles of your chosen texts and 
try to learn how often, when, and where they were republished in the eighteenth century. How recent were 
the titles Jefferson mentioned? How “popular” were they? What do they potentially reveal about 
eighteenth-century culture? 

Search for references to your books and authors on the Evans Digital Edition and the America’s Historical 
Newspapers and APS Online: try to find out which eighteenth- century American libraries held your books, 
if booksellers advertised your books, and who mentioned your books in other imprints. You’ll probably 
need to search for some short title words or the author’s name through an “all text” search to locate 
references to your books. These electronic resources will take some time to get used to, but be patient. 

One goal of this exercise is to get you to feel comfortable using these new tools. Another is to try to 
determine how books and ideas circulated in Revolutionary America. Still another is to try to deepen and 
widen your own familiarity with eighteenth-century ideas. 

You should be able to find an electronic facsimile of your books on ECCO or (in cases of American 
reprints) the Evans Digital Edition. After you’ve found your electronic facsimile, skim the electronic tables 
of contents (ECCO only) and read a little from each text—how much you choose to read will depend on 
your own interests and curiosity. 

Locate an edition of one (or both) of the books you picked at the Special Collections Research Center at 
Regenstein Library. Try to find one close in time to Jefferson’s letter. Use the online request form to order 
the book; take a look at the book; and take some pictures of the title page and anything else that interests 
you. 

Write short responses (no more than 1000 words altogether) to all of the following prompts to submit on 
Canvas: 

1. Which books did you chose? When and where they were first published—that is, how old were the 
titles when Jefferson recommended them? (Use WorldCat for this).    

2. Were the books you selected mentioned in other contemporary American imprints? When and 
where—how often and why? (Use Evans Digital Edition and America’s Historical Newspapers for 
this: “contemporary” here means roughly 1763 to 1789).  What does this tell you about the 
circulation and citation of books in Jefferson’s day? How well known do you think the books 
were? 

3. What surprised or interested you when you read the text of one of the books you selected? (use 
ECCO or Evans Digital for this).  What does it tell you about ideas or attitudes circulating in 
Jefferson’s day? 

4. What surprised or interested you about the physical copy of one of the books at Special 
Collections?   Were there signs of ownership, readership, use? Anything unusual about its format 
or the relation between the format of the book and its content or text? Please attach a photo of the 
title page along with images of anything else that interests you. 



5. In what ways might the books you selected inform your reading of the Declaration of 
Independence? 

I’ve included links through our course site to the electronic resources listed below and the following links 
should also work from within the University’s network; if they don’t, please simply search for them by title 
through the library’s website: 

WorldCat: 

http://proxy.uchicago.edu/login?url=http://www.lib.uchicago.edu/h/worldcat 

Evans Digital Edition: 

American Imprints 1639-1800. http://proxy.uchicago.edu/login?url=http://www.lib.uchicago.edu/h/evan 

Eighteenth-Century Collections Online (ECCO): 

British imprints (including some colonial American imprints) 
http://proxy.uchicago.edu/login?url=http://www.lib.uchicago.edu/h/ecco 

America’s Historical Newspapers: 

1690-1922 http://proxy.uchicago.edu/login?url=http://www.lib.uchicago.edu/h/eanx 

APS Online: 

American periodicals, 1740-1900 http://proxy.uchicago.edu/login?url=http://www.lib.uchicago.edu/h/aps 

Special Collections Research Center request system tutorial: 

http://guides.lib.uchicago.edu/scrctutorials 

  

  

*NOTE FOR THOSE WHO HAVE COMPLETED A SIMILAR EXERCISE IN MY COURSE ON 
THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION: This is one of my favorite assignments for helping students get 
acclimated to the diversity and diffusion of ideas in the eighteenth century. If you’ve done a version of this 
assignment before, you are welcome to pick other books from Jefferson’s list, but you might also enjoy 
choosing books from other sources, such as the catalogue of the Library Company of Philadelphia (which 
Franklin helped start and Congress used in 1776); the books mentioned by Franklin in his Autobiography; 
or from a list of books mentioned by John Adams in his diary and literary commonplace book. You’ll find 
links to these on Canvas. 

	


