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The Age of 
EnlightenmentThe 18th-century “Enlightenment”

was a movement marked by:

• an emphasis on rationality rather than tradition

• representative government in place of monarchy

• scientific inquiry instead of unquestioning religion

• thinkers and writers were devoted to the ideals of 
justice, liberty, and equality as the natural rights of man



In 1690, British philosopher 
John Locke published a 
document that maintained that 
government was founded on a 
“social contract” to protect the 
individual’s rights to “life, liberty 
and estate.”

Almost 90 years later, Thomas 
Jefferson referred to Locke’s 
work when he wrote the 
Declaration of Independence. 

John Locke
1632-1704

Philosophers of the 
Enlightenment



Charles de Montesquieu was one 
of the most influential legal 
theorists and political 
philosophers of the 18th century. 

His ideas about the separation of 
powers and checks on the power 
of the executive had a profound 
impact on the architects of the 
American constitution. 

Charles de Montesquieu 
1689-1755

Philosophers of the 
Enlightenment



• Franklin embodied the Enlightenment
ideal of humane rationality. 

The American 
Enlightenment

Benjamin Franklin

• Writer, printer, publisher, scientist, 
philanthropist, and diplomat

• The most famous and respected 
private figure of America

• The first great self-made man 
in America 

• The painting depicts Franklin
discovering electricity in 1752 



The American Enlighten
So how were the English colonies 

governed by the 1750’s?

• Colonies established with a charter 
or a written grant from the king

• There were colonies with both 
unicameral and bicameral legislatures

• The colonies governed themselves

• The colonies taxed themselves

• Colonies were given much freedom to
rule themselves with little interference
from the English King or Parliament



So what changed this relationship?

French & Indian War in North America
and

Seven Years War in Europe



England Defeats France!
However, the British nation is virtually bankrupt….

…it is time for the colonies to pay their share.

Parliament passes a series of unpopular laws.



Events Leading to the 
Revolution

The British Parliament

Stamp Act 1765

Townshend Act 1767

Quartering Act 1765

Declaratory Act 1766

Tea Act 1773

Intolerable or 
Coercive Acts 1774



The Colonists Protest These Acts!



Committees of 

Correspondence

Colonial 
Responses

In 1773, Virginia appointed the first 
Committee of Correspondence.

Purpose:  To keep in touch with 
developments in other colonies. 

By 1774, all colonies had similar 
committees.



First Continental 
CongressThe first Continental Congress met 

in Carpenter's Hall in Philadelphia, 
from September 5, to October 26, 
1774. 

Carpenter's Hall was also the seat 
of the Pennsylvania Congress. 

All of the colonies except Georgia 
sent delegates. 

These were elected by the people, 
by the colonial legislatures, or by 
the committees of correspondence 
of the respective colonies.



It was agreeable that the 
King and Parliament must 
be made to understand the 
grievances of the colonies.

A Declaration of Rights and 
Grievances established the 
course of the congress, as a 
statement of goals common 
to all of the colonies. 

Congress voted to meet 
again the following year if 
these grievances were not 
attended to by England.  

First Continental 
Congress



However, on April 19, 1775 an event 
occurs which changes everything…

The Battle of Lexington & Concord



Second Continental 
Congress

Second Continental Congress met again on May 10, 1775. 



June 7, 1776
Lee Resolution

Richard Henry Lee, a delegate 
from Virginia, read a 
resolution before the 

Continental Congress "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."



June 11, 1776 

Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Roger Sherman, 
and Robert R. Livingston were appointed to a "Committee of Five"
to draft the Declaration of Independence.

The Drafting Committee



Thomas 
Jefferson● a member of the Virginia’s elite families

● a planter and slave owner

● skillful writer and gifted lawyer

● extremely serious as a young man

● could read four different languages

● a scholar of ancient Greek and Roman classics

● a proponent of the Enlightenment philosophers
(i.e. Locke, Montesquieu, Rousseau, etc.)

● tall, slim build with sandy red hair

● age 36 at the writing of the Declaration



Jefferson’s rough draft 
of the Declaration

June 12-27

Jefferson, at the request of the 
committee, drafts a declaration, 
of which only a fragment exists. 
Jefferson's clean, or "fair" copy, 
the "original Rough draught," is 
reviewed by the committee. 
Both documents are in the 
manuscript collections of the 
Library of Congress



June 28, 1776

The committee draft of the Declaration 
of Independence is read in Congress.

During this period the "Committee of 
Five" (John Adams, Roger Sherman, 
Benjamin Franklin, Robert Livingston, 
and Thomas Jefferson) drafted the 
Declaration of Independence. Thomas 
Jefferson drafted it, Adams and 
Franklin made changes to the 
document.



July 1-4
Congress debates and revises the Declaration of Independence.

July 2
Congress declares independence as the British fleet and army 
arrive at New York.



July 4, 1776
Congress adopts the Declaration of Independence.

Independence is 
Declared!



July 4, 1776

King George III wrote 
in his diary, 

King George III

"Nothing of importance today."



July 4, 1776

Philadelphia printer, John Dunlap 
prints the Declaration of 
Independence. These prints are 
now called "Dunlap Broadsides.“

July 5

John Hancock, president of the 
Continental Congress, dispatches 
the first of Dunlap's broadsides of 
the Declaration of Independence 
to the legislatures of New Jersey 
and Delaware.

July 6

Pennsylvania Evening Post of July 
6 prints the first newspaper 
rendition of the Declaration of 
Independence.



July 8, 1776

The first public 
reading of the 
Declaration is in 
Philadelphia.



July 9, 1776

Washington orders that the Declaration of Independence be read 
before the American army in New York.

People in New York City celebrated by pulling down a statue of 
the King they had come to view as a tyrant.



July 19, 1776

Congress orders 
the Declaration of 
Independence 
officially inscribed 
and signed by 
members.

August 2, 1776

Delegates begin to 
sign engrossed 
copy of the 
Declaration of 
Independence.



Declaratio
n ofIndepende

nceToday the original 
Declaration of 

Independence may be 
viewed at the National 

Archives in 
Washington, D.C.

There are 25 known 
surviving copies of the 

Dunlap Broadsides 
with most in private 

ownership.


