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In August of 1791, Benjamin Banneker, a naturalist and polymath, enclosed a copy of his most recent almanac
to Thomas Jefferson, one of the key authors of the Declaration of Independence, later President of the country
he declared independence for, and an enslaver. Banneker, a descendent of free Blacks, felt compelled to
address the issue of slavery and abolitionism with Jefferson. Throughout the course of the letter, Banneker
compares the struggle of the Patriot for independence and freedom against British tyranny to the
enslavement that millions of Black Americans were presently enduring. The language of the Patriot cause
made constant reference to a sense of enslavement and servitude to the British crown. Jefferson himself,
against later opposition, included a clause blaming King George III for perpetuating the American slave trade,
and accusing him of inducing a slave revolt during the rebellion. Nevertheless, the great promise made by the
Declaration of Independence, “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” was a falsehood
for Black people living in America.1 To a modern observer, as it was to Banneker, that the supporters of the
purported ideals of freedom, liberty, and equality kept people in bondage evinced a clear message of
hypocrisy. Banneker admired the standard of liberty that the Patriots set forth in the Declaration; but
remarked directly to Jefferson “how pitiable is it to reflect, that altho you were so fully convinced of the
benevolence of the Father of mankind, and of his equal and impartial distribution of those rights and privileges
which he had conferred upon them, that you should at the Same time counteract his mercies, in detaining by
fraud and violence so numerous a part of my brethren under groaning captivity and cruel oppression, that you
should at the Same time be found guilty of that most criminal act, which you professedly detested in others,
with respect to yourselves.”2 Sixty years later, famed orator and abolitionist Frederick Douglass asked, “what
to a slave is the fourth of July?” While showing the same admiration for the principals of the Declaration,
Douglass declared that “the rich inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity and independence, bequeathed by
your fathers, is shared by you, not by me. The sunlight that brought light and healing to you, has brought
stripes and death to me.”3 A century after Douglass’s speech and the legal end of chattel slavery in the United
States, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. again referenced the language of the Declaration of Independence in his
most famous speech, that “it is obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note insofar as
her citizens of color are concerned.”4 For these three men, across time periods, there was an promise made in
the Declaration of Independence, and though while not a legally binding document, it illuminated the great
principals of equality and freedom that the U.S. government purported to follow. At the same time, the
Declaration exposed the hypocrisies of an enslaving and racially unjust nation. For Douglass, the answer was
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in the United States Constitution, which he “found to contain principles and purposes, entirely hostile to the
existence of slavery.”5 The promises of liberty and equality found in the Declaration had a tremendous impact
in the ongoing fight for justice. If literacy is seen as the pathway to freedom, as it was seen by many Black
Americans in the 19th century and certainly by Douglass, then Black readings and understanding of the
foundational documents of the United States is essential to carry the movement for justice forward.

In this curriculum unit, students in a sophomore Civics class will read foundational texts of the government of
the United States, hoping to answer the essential question of “how did black readers, authors, and writers
respond and interpret foundational texts in the pursuit of the principals of life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness?” The unit will be compromised of three primary sections, each lasting between one to two weeks:

An exploration of the texts and thinkers canonically considered to be major influences of the Declaration
and the Constitution, specifically Locke and Montesquieu, especially focusing on the effects their ideas
had in ideologically solidifying justifications for slavery. This will be combined with research focused on
the ideological positions of the framers themselves. While this unit will be primarily focused on reading
and analyzing black texts and voices, students will also understand how the ideas of Locke and
Montesquieu were used to uphold the institutions of slavery and discrimination. Additionally, students
will examine Black voices during the Revolution in response to the Declaration’s claims.
Section two will examine how the Declaration was used as rhetorical tools in the movement for the
abolition of slavery, with a starting point of the writings and speeches of Benjamin Banneker and
Frederick Douglass. Here, students will understand how these documents were interpreted by
contemporary Black thinkers and writers, as well as the glaring differences between their principals and
their actions. Readings will be taken from 1776 to 1861 with a focus on the language of abolitionism.
Students will also grapple with and explore the concepts of literacy and textual interpretation not only
as a rhetorical device but likewise as a means to liberation. This will include readings on black literacy,
as well as the laws that were designed to prevent both free and enslaved Blacks from learning to read
and write.
How the language of the Declaration has been understood in the 20th century onward, including the
readings and speeches of activists in the 1950s, 60s, and 70s, to contemporary readings of the
Declaration of Independence in the erasure poetry of Tracy K Smith.

Throughout this unit, students will employ the strategies of close reading to interpret the Declaration of
Independence as well as the Black authors and texts who interpreted and grappled with these ideas. With a
unit focused on the importance of literacy, students will build their skills as both readers and writers; while
understanding how essential these tools are to a healthy and functioning democracy. Each individual section
will include smaller writing assignments for students to demonstrate their understandings of the texts and
readings, as well as a research component included in sections two and three, where students will experience
using the archive to answer meaningful historical questions. Section four will include a creative writing
assignment, asking students to follow the poetic forms of Tracy Smith in their readings of these two
documents. As a final project, students will answer one of the unit’s essential questions in an extended essay,
where they will be asked to interpret these documents in the context of present-day challenges and politics.
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Part 1: Teaching Objectives and Historical Background

The Drafting and Signing of the Declaration of Independence

The Declaration of Independence stands as one of the most notable, memorable, and taught documents from
American history. While the Constitution serves mostly as a formal document of government, writers, thinkers,
and politicians have attached varieties of meanings to the Declaration, from a statement of human rights to
justifications for rebellion against the British crown. Educators and students should understand the thinkers
who influenced the Declaration, who were referenced both to justify independence and the continuation of the
colonial economic model of chattel slavery, the deleted clauses of the declaration concerning slavery, and the
perspectives of Black people, both free and enslaved, in the immediate aftermath of July 4th .

The Declaration of Independence can best be understood as a product of Enlightenment thinking, and while
historians debate on the precise influences on the ideologies that shaped the Declaration, and indeed the
entire Revolutionary project, Barry Bell notes that “if the Declaration of Independence can be placed in the
tradition of the Scottish Enlightenment, it can also be traced to Locke, to the European Enlightenment in
general (and, in particular, to Jean Jacques Burlamaqui, the French Physiocrats, and others), to the Real Whigs,
to the American Philosophical Society and the shared "modern" scientific beliefs that it represented, and even,
as Merrill Peterson has shown, to such anomalous figures as Bolingbroke.”6 Thomas Jefferson, the principal
draftsman of the Declaration, wrote in a letter to Henry Lee in 1825 that the Declaration was “neither aiming
at originality of principle or sentiment, not yet copied from any particular and previous writing, it was intended
to be an expression of the American mind.”7 While readers may not be able to track the precise influences of
political philosophy on the text, Jefferson and the other drafters clearly intended the document to reflect
popular, and familiar, political sentiments of the time. Moreover, the text clearly affirms the ideas of natural
rights, that governments exist to protect rights, and that rebellion can be used as a remedy against tyranny.
 The precise influence of John Locke on the drafting of the Declaration is open-ended, but we see an obvious
similarity in the assertion of the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit happiness echoes the
language of Locke in his Second Treatise on Government. He writes: “the law of nature…, which obliges every
one: and reason…teaches all mankind, who will but consult it, that being all equal and independent, no one
ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty, or possessions”8 Locke’s language may seem to advocate for
political equality, but social contract theory likewise establishes the true nature of the power relationship of
slavery, one of “absolute, arbitrary power” over another and that “no man can by agreement pass over to
another that which he hath not in himself-a power over his own life.”9 Locke considers that enslaved people,
under the total power of their masters, can never be a part of the social contract that forms the basis of
systems of government. Philosopher Charles Mills sees the extension of the Lockean contract as one
foundational to modern forms of white supremacy, saying that “insofar as the modern world is shaped by
European expansionism (colonialism, imperialism, white-settler states, racial slavery), it could likewise be
regarded as founded on an exclusionary intrawhite ‘racial contract’ that denies equal moral, legal, and
political standing to people of color.”10 Students and educators must understand that while the language of
the European Enlightenment supported  the freedoms of men, it is clear that they meant white men, with the
social contract at the exclusion of others. As Toni Morrison writes, “we shout not be surprised that the
Enlightenment could accommodate slavery; we should be surprised if it had not… nothing highlighted
freedom-if it did not in fact create it- like slavery.”11 What Morrison terms “the Africanist presence,” while
originally conceptualized for analyzing the literature of the American Republic, likewise speaks to the political
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ideals and philosophies maintained by the drafters of the Declaration of Independence. Here, then, the
contradictions in language do not evince a contradiction in ideas; freedom meant clearly the white man’s
freedom.

The text of the Declaration of Independence, as adopted on July 2nd, contains one notable exclusion in its
drafting. Thomas Jefferson claimed later in his life that a passage from the text on slavery was excluded at the
behest of  the delegations of South Carolina and Georgia. The deleted passage reads:

“He [King George III] has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating its most sacred
rights of life and liberty in the persons of a distant people who never offended him, captivating &
carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere or to incur miserable death in their
transportation thither….  Determined to keep open a market where Men should be bought & sold,
he has prostituted his negative for suppressing every legislative attempt to prohibit or restrain
this execrable commerce12

The irony, again, is that Jefferson was a slave holder and maintained this status throughout his life. Jefferson
manumitted five slaves in his lifetime, two of whom were his biological children with Sally Hemmings. Jefferson
does not blame slave holders for maintaining the institution, but King George; rather than taking responsibility
for manumission and emancipation, Jefferson argues that British colonialism propagated slavery. While using
the language evoked in the Declaration’s opening paragraphs, Jefferson does not declare the cause of the
enslaved as part of the Patriots, they are a “distant people.” David Brion Davis notes that Jefferson was largely
silent on the topic of slavery later in his life, perhaps partially in recognition of the seeming contradictions.13 In
this unit, students will understand these complexities and political realities that exist within the adoption and
creation of the Declaration.

The Black experiences of the American Revolution

While it is important to understand the political and philosophical foundations of the Declaration, namely how
those ideas could comfortably coexist with slavery, our concern is on the on the voice, writings, and
experiences of Black people across American history and politics in response to this foundational document.
The language of liberty for the enslaved person was very different from those, like North Carolina’s delegation
to the Continental Congress, who cried out that the British intended to “overawe and enslave the other
Colonies.”14 The language of slavery, of absolute power and domination, was used by those who were a very
part of that institution. Shortly after armed conflict began between the colonists and the British, colonial
officials and governors, looked to the enslaved to fight against their rebel owners with offers of manumission.
Jefferson in his deleted passage from the declaration, accused King George of “paying off former crimes
committed again the Liberties of one people [the enslaved], with crimes which he urges them to commit
against the lives of another.” In the Virginia colony, Governor Lord Dunmore ordered that “all indented
Servants, Negroes, or others, (appertaining to Rebels,) [are now] freed that are able and willing to bear
Arms”15 Black people, both free and enslaved, did indeed fight for the loyalist cause in large numbers, with
over half of the army that Lord Dunmore raised consisting of Black soldiers.16 The North Carolina delegation,
aware of the possibility that enslaved people might indeed take up arms for the British in exchange for
guarantees of freedom, warned their constituents of a “dangerous Enemy in your own Bosom” who would not
“hesitate to raise the hand of the servant against the master.”17  In the same letter in which they feared their
own ‘enslavement’ by the British crown, the authors cannot sustain a logical defense against Samuel
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Johnson’s charge that “the Slaves should be set free, an act which the Lovers of Liberty must surely
commend.18 The actual promises of freedom prevailed over just the language and rhetoric of freedom, with
enslaved Black people seeing a pathway to freedom through the British crown.

Of course, not all Black people in the American colonies at the time of the Revolution fought for the British, nor
did they reject as falsehoods the promises of rights found in the Declaration. As early as 1776, Black readers
and writers were already taking up, and transforming, the declaration's language from what was originally
intended. Historian Jack Rakove notes that “the principle of equality that Jefferson invoked in the preamble to
the Declaration had more to do with the equality of peoples than individuals. What he was proclaiming was
the right of Americans, in the plural, to exercise their collective right of self-government, rather than the right
of each American to enjoy a wholly equal set of liberties.”19 Reading the Declaration through this lens, we can
see how its authors might attempt to reconcile slavery with the document’s statements of equality. Gradually,
overtime, we see a change in the commonly held public interpretation of the phrase that “all men are created
equally” to be equality for the individual, and we can see that idea begin first and foremost with Black
authors. Lemuel Haynes, a free Black man and the first Black minister to be ordained in the Congregational
Church, served in the Continental Army.20 Haynes read and wrote a large variety of texts, and used his
knowledge of both literature and the Bible to formulate tracts against slavery. In an unfinished manuscript
essay entitled “Liberty Further Extended,” Haynes takes up the form of a sermon, like other Calvinist
preachers in the late 18th century, with his hermeneutical focus on the Declaration of Independence claim that
“all men are created Equal.” He writes that “As Tyranny had its Origin from the infernal regions: so it is the
Duty, and honor of Every son of freedom to repel her first motions. But while we are engaged in the important
struggle, it cannot be thought impertinent for us to turn one Eye into our own Breast.”21 To Haynes, the
language and rhetoric of the Declaration and of the Revolution are the perfect moments for all living in
America to seize their liberty. He invites the reader to examine the true cause of freedom in the colonies, and
to see that slavery is “much greater than that which Englishmen seem so much to spur at, which they
themselves impose on others.”22 Haynes understand that the ideas of liberty and freedom are on the minds of
many living in the colonies, and requires that his readers reach the same logical conclusion as he does. He
writes that “an Englishman has a right to liberty is a truth which has been so universally evinced that to spend
time illustrating this would be but superfluous tautology” and that following the same line of thinking argues
“that even an African has Equally as good a right to his Liberty in common with Englishmen.”23 Haynes sees a
common cause, that the fight for freedom, as the colonists themselves have phrased it in their rhetoric, must
naturally be a universal one. Through taking up armed struggle to overcome the perceived tyranny of the
crown, the Patriots are presented with an opportunity to address the plank in their own eyes. Haynes proceeds
to expose the practice of slavery and the slave trade as contrary to the laws of God, and then refute Biblical
justifications for slavery, addressing Paul’s exhortation for “slaves to be obedient to their masters,” writing
that in other chapters “the Apostle seems to recommend freedom if attainable.”24 Haynes used the language
of natural rights and liberty exactly as they were presented in the Declaration of Independence, seeing
outright the clear contradictions of language and action. There is a promise for Haynes that the new republic
which he fought for might truly bring freedom for all.

Others took up Haynes’ call for an end to slavery using the language of the Declaration of Independence. In
1779, Prince Whipple, enslaved to William Whipple, a general in the Continental Army and one of the signers
of the Declaration, petitioned the New Hampshire House of Representatives for his freedom along with the
freedom of 18 other enslaved people. Whipple was present in Philadelphia for the duration of the Second
Continental Congress, and similar to Haynes, uses the language of the Declaration as an appeal for freedom.
The petition claims that “the God of Nature gave [the petitioners] Life and freedom upon the Terms of the
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most perfect Equality with other men, That Freedom is an inherent Right of the human Species, not to be
surrendered but by Consent for the Sake of social Life; That private or publick Tyranny and Slavery are alike
detestable.”25 The language notes the double tyrannies present in New Hampshire: the public one of the
British crown, and the private one of slavery. Indeed, this petition likewise pays homage to Locke, who wrote
that a man “cannot by compact or his own consent enslave himself to any one.”26 A particularly interesting
choice of words is that of “the human species” instead of man, something that is truly universal. The language
and rhetoric being used here reverses the terms of freedom as outlined by Locke and the drafters of the
Declaration. For the petitioners, slavery itself contradicts the laws of nature and cannot be consistent with the
language of rights, freedom, and liberty. They saw the opportunity for their own freedom, and argued that by
being granted their liberty, they could show “the World our Love of Freedom, by exerting ourselves in her
Cause, in opposing the Efforts of Tyranny and Oppression over the Country in which we ourselves have been
so injuriously enslaved.”27 The Patriot’s fight for freedom could be joint, where all can enjoy the fruit of liberty.
The petitioners recognize the illegal and immoral harm which slavery has caused them, yet still offer to fight
for a country whose vision of freedom would include them. While New Hampshire had very few enslaved
people living there by the start of the Civil War, no law was ever passed officially abolishing slavery. Five of
the petitioners were manumitted, while the remaining fourteen died enslaved. They were not the only
enslaved people around the time of the Revolution to argue boldly and publicly for their freedom.  Similar
petitions can be found addressed to the governments of Maryland, Massachusetts, and Connecticut, and use
the language of the Declaration to advocate for the abolition of slavery.28 Black voices and authors would
continue to use the words of the nation’s founding document in their fight for liberation.

The Abolitionists and the Declaration

When the United States had secured its independence, and implemented the Constitution as its governing
document, the hopes of Prince Whipple and Lemuel Haynes that the Declaration’s statement of human rights
might be made into fabric of the country were dashed. Indeed, while the Constitution did include a provision to
end the United States’ participation in the international slave trade in 1808, the institution was left otherwise
untouched. As a compromise for the Constitution’s passage for southern slave holding states, the so-called
three-fifths declared that enslaved people, for the purpose of the census and national tabulation, would count
as three-fifths of a person. While this provision not only delegated the personhood of enslaved people as less
than that of a white man, it also bolstered the political power of slave-holding states in the House of
Representatives and Presidential elections. This failure of the Constitution did not detract from the movement
to end the practice of slavery. As historian Manisha Sinha writes, we can see two waves of abolitionism in the
United States: one starting in the 18th century around the time of the Revolution, which Sinha rightfully points
out caused a tumult within the intellectual and political debates about the nature of freedom in a society
which permits slavery. The second, and more well-known, began in the early to mid-18th century, where we
can see an intellectual movement coalescing around bringing an immediate, not gradual, end to slavery. This
movement would be spearheaded by prominent figures like Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, and William
Lloyd Garrison. As we analyze and interpret the cause for the immediate abolition of slavery in the United
States, it is essential that we remember Sinha’s essential statement that “slave resistance, not bourgeois
liberalism, lay at the heart of the abolition movement.”29 This is not to say that there are not valid critiques of
American abolitionism, but too often Black voices are lost in the historical dialogue about abolitionism. Let us
return for a moment to Benjamin Banneker, the Black polymath we were first introduced to in the introduction.
Scholar of education LaGarret J. King argues the status of Banneker  as a “Black Founder,” one who
established institution to essential to Black communities, and “challenged the supposed egalitarian beliefs of
White Founders through media outlets.”30 King’s assertion here is to push back against much of the way Black
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history is taught in American social studies courses, relegating Black historical voices as only those of the
enslaved, voiceless in bondage. Banneker helps us fight against these narratives, to understand that Black
authors and voices were challenging white supremacy from the very beginning of the American republic. Just
as Banneker and Frederick Douglass used the declaration of Independence as an historical tool, so too would
countless other Black abolitionists. It is through the writing of Black authors and abolitionists that we begin to
see a subtle shift with the public interpretations and memorializations of the Declaration of Independence.
Historian Michael Hattem (and Associate Director of the Teacher’s Institute, to whom I owe many thanks for
letting me read an advanced copy of his book) writes that “for Garrison and many of his fellow abolitionists,
the core meaning of the Revolution was defined not by stories of heroes or even ordinary soldiers by its ideals,
particularly as expressed in the Declaration. For two decades after independence the Declaration was not
seen as especially important. To most, it symbolized national independence.31 ” During the years leading up to
the Civil War, Americans would become increasingly attached to the political philosophy of the Declaration of
Independence, at times holding it above the Constitution as the central promise of American democracy. The
efforts of writers like Benjamin Banneker would inspire the abolitionists to embrace the holistic meaning of the
Declaration, in a struggle to truly bring equality to all. In this intellectual construction of the Declaration in the
mind and rhetoric of the abolitionists, the Declaration for many became a promise and a real statement of
political philosophy and ideals. We will see this viewpoint extended into the 20th century as one that will
remain consistently active.

Several modes and examples of the rhetorical and intellectual use of the Declaration of Independence can be
found in the writings and oratory of abolitionists.  The Declaration of Sentiments of the American Anti-Slavery
Society stated that in their pursuit of immediate abolition “we plant ourselves upon the Declaration of our
Independence and the truths of Divine Revelation.” The Anti-Slavery Society, composed of Black and white
activists alike, saw their philosophical foundation planted entire in the principles stated in the Declaration of
Independence. Specifically, they saw the defining phrase of liberty and equality as “the corner-stone upon
which they founded the Temple of Freedom”32 While perhaps not giving this phrase precise legal credence,
even acknowledging the difficulties of the form of the Constitution in limiting slavery by law, Garrison, the
primary author of the Society’s Declaration, clearly saw it as foundational to the national political and civic
character. For Hosea Easton, a Black preacher and abolitionist in Hartford, he saw that the Declaration was in
part a legal guarantee for both immediate abolition and equal citizenship, writing that the Declaration (and,
interestingly, the Article of Confederation) were “sufficient to show the civil and political recognition of the
colored people. In addition to which, however, we have an official acknowledgment of their equal, civil, and
political relation to the government.”33 Easton extends that same logical line of thinking as seen in the
Declaration of Sentiments that the principles of equality and liberty as defined in the Declaration of
Independence do have philosophical, if not legal, standing. Indeed, as the enslaved captives of the Amistad
waited in a New Haven jail for the legal decision of the Supreme Court determining if they were free or not,
John Quincy Adams used the Declaration of Independence several times while arguing the case.34 Easton calls
out the real contradiction between what he sees as the nation’s principals and its reality, writing that the
states  “ought to have perjury written upon their statute books, and upon the ceiling of their legislative halls,
in letters as large as their crime, and as black as the complexion of the injured.”35 Throughout the rhetoric of
Black abolitionists, we see this same sort of anger and disillusionment with the failed promises of the
Declaration. In “What to the slave is the Fourth of July?” Douglass provides a more biting and scathing
criticism of the document than we see otherwise from the abolitionist writings and rhetoric. In the first part of
the speech, delivered to a mostly white audience, Douglass praises the Revolutionary spirit, of a people
dedicated to fighting against tyranny, but notes “the freedom gained is yours.”36 Throughout the entirety of
this part, Douglass uses second person pronouns to describe the freedoms and liberties symbolized by the
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celebration of the Fourth of July. He sees that he is not a part of those promises. While Easton saw the
Declaration as a failed promise, Douglass considers that Black people, both free and enslaved, were not even
considered in the first place. He says that to the slave “your celebration is a sham…There is not a nation on
the earth guilty of practices, more shocking and bloody, than are the people of these United States, at this
very hour.”37  Douglass’ hope, then, came from the Constitution, because that document can be amended and
changed in the hopes of living up to the ideal of a more perfect union. Rather than look to the past, Douglass
looks to the future instead.

The abolitionist movement shared common cause with the push for women’s rights in the 19th century, and
often an abolitionist is also a suffragist. Similarly, we see a tremendous amount of overlap in styles of rhetoric,
with activist in both movements frequently referencing the Declaration of Independence frequently.  The
meeting of the Women’s Rights Convention in Seneca Falls in 1848, including abolitionists like Frederick
Douglass, published their Declaration of Sentiments, which very purposefully imitated the language,
organization, and structure of the Declaration of Independence:

When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one portion of the family of man
to assume among the people of the earth a position different from that which they have hitherto
occupied, but one 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 that impel them to such
a course. We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal.38

The remainder of the text follows the exact same pattern and organization as the Declaration of
Independence, and levying charges of injuries and usurpation not against the British king, but “on the part of
man towards woman.”39 Creating this new Declaration insinuates that first intended only men as holders of
rights. The Declaration of Sentiments is at once an homage to the ideals promulgated in the Declaration of
Independence, an acknowledgement of its failures, and a promise to fulfill that promise anew. Other
suffragists use the exact same rhetorical references to the Declaration, like Sarah Grimke who wrote “that
man and woman were created equal, and endowed by their beneficent Creator with the same intellectual
powers and the same moral responsibilities.40 ” Through this rhetoric, authors hoped that their American
readers would recognize all the apparent contradictions found within the Declaration of Independence. And for
many, like Sarah Grimke, the cause for women’s rights and abolition were founded on the same ideals. She
writes that “tears, unaided by effort, could never melt the chain of the slave. I must be up and doing.”41

Grimke’s words offer sound advice to how we might approach the social, political, and moral problems of
today, where ‘thoughts and prayers’ must be accompanied with purpose and action. One of the essential aims
of this unit is for students to understand how people approach activism, organize, and put words and ideals
into meaningful action.

Black women were essential to the causes of both abolition and women’s rights, and we can see clear
overtures to the Revolution and the Declaration of Independence in their speeches and writing. When
Sojourner Truth stood to speak at the Woman’s Convention in Akron, Ohio in 1851, asserting her equal status
with men and whites alike, stated that “man is in a tight place, the poor slave is on him, woman is coming on
him, and he is surely between a hawk and a buzzard.”42  Here, Truth explicitly connects the causes of abolition
and Charlotte Foten Grimke, niece to Sarah Grimke and daughter to a free Black woman, shows evidence of
this even in her journal. While attending a school in Salem Massachusetts after being refused a public
education in her home city of Philadelphia, she followed closely the trial of Anthony Burns, who had escaped
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from captivity but was imprisoned under the Fugitive Slave Act. Grimke was heavily involved in the abolition
movement, detailing her work exhaustively. When Burns was forced back into slavery, she writes:

“With what scorn must that government be regarded [that] deprives of his freedom a man,
created in God’s own image, whose sole offense is the color of his skin… And if resistance is
offered to this outrage, these soldiers are to shoot down American citizens without mercy; and
this by express orders of a government which proudly boasts of being the freest in the world; this
on the very soil where the Revolution of 1776 began; in sight of the battlefield, where thousands
of brave men fought and died in opposing British tyranny, which was nothing compared with the
American oppression of today.43

Her outrage echoes the pointed criticisms that Douglass gave in “What to a Slave is the Fourth of July?” She
connects the history of Boston and Massachusetts to the American Revolution and marks the American
tyranny of slavery as farce worse than any the British inflicted. The commonwealth of Massachusetts failed to
uphold its purported principles, insinuating that the work of abolition and women’s rights might fulfill the
promise in the public memory of the Revolution.

As the movement for immediate abolition gained power and traction, we see an equal amount of investment
from both free and enslaved Blacks into education. While this looked very different in Northern cities than on
Southern plantations, both groups faced severe challenges, as the white slaveholding class understood that
literacy was a pathway to freedom and resistance. This section is not dedicated to just the readings of the
Declaration, but why literacy and education were so fundamental to the cause of abolitionism and resistance
to slavery.

For enslaved Blacks, learning to read was potentially deadly, as most slave states had some law forbidding
literacy. Enslaved people would often meet in secret or use clever and subversive tactics to glean literacy
skills from their enslavers. Consider, for example, the case of Thomas Johnson, who “met secretly for Bible
study with other Richmond black people who could read. As he recalled later, the chapter they studied most
was Daniel 11, whose prophecies they interpreted to predict the ultimate triumph for the Northern army over
the South.”44 Here, we see firsthand how Black readers interpreted the texts they read and envisioned their
own freedom and triumph into them. Sometimes, enslavers would even teach the enslaved to read, as
happened with Frederick Douglass; however, as Heather William points out, “whites feared that literacy would
render slaves unmanageable. Blacks wanted access to reading and writing to attain the very information and
power that whites strove to withhold from them.”45 This was the case with Frederick Douglass, whose mistress
abandoned teaching him upon the admonition of her husband that reading would make Douglass more
rebellious. Hearing the anger and fear from the slave-owner only inspired Douglass further, who recollected
that “from that moment I understood the direct pathway from slavery”46 In literacy, Douglass saw the
prospect of freedom, and applied himself diligently to his studies. He took particular interest in The Columbian
Orator, a sort of textbook and anthology of famous (mostly) political speeches and dialogues. The compiler,
Caleb Bingham noted that the choice of speeches was to inspire pupils of the young Republic with “the ardor
of eloquence and the love of virtue.”47 The act of reading this book was an act of resistance, not just in his
violation of the prohibition of literacy, but likewise through engaging in this text intended to build up civic
virtues in the young country. Douglass would one day hone his skills as an orator on behalf of the abolition of
slavery and the rights of women. In the Orator, Douglass found the pathways to freedom in the speeches of
Richard Sheridan on Irish emancipation and of Charles Fox and William Pitt the Elder on the American
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Revolution (it is worth noting here, for reasons that deserved to be explore further, that Douglass’s highlighted
readings from the Columbian Orator come exclusively from English, not American or classical, speakers.)
According to Douglass, the most impactful was the “Dialogue Between Master and Slave” written by John
Aikin. In the dialogue, the enslaved person convinces his enslaver to free him, stating that “it is impossible to
make one, who has felt the value of freedom, acquiesce in being a slave.”48 To Douglass, the act of reading
was the direct path to true freedom, and the experience of reading here was his first meaningful taste of it. Of
the experience, he writes that “I could not help feeling that the day might come, when the well-directed
answers made by the slave to the master, in this instance, would find their counterpart in myself.”49 Douglass
would end up doing exactly that to an entire nation of slave holders.

In the North, the Black push for literacy was centered around the establishment of institutions of learning, as
free Blacks were denied access to public schools and universities. As David Blight notes, “nothing motivated
this Black self-improvement formula quite like the quest for schools.”50 As Southern slave states passed laws
prevent Black people, both free and enslaved, from learning to read, so too did Northern states bar access to
institutionalized education. For many political moderates in the North, the solution to the problem of slavery
was not immediate abolition and integration into society, but colonization. The idea behind this scheme was to
organize and send free and manumitted Blacks to Africa, rather than to grant them rights as citizens in
America (this was how the country of Liberia was founded.) For the most part, Black communities and
abolitionists were against the idea of colonization, and the fight in the broader public became between
colonization against education (see Figure 1.) Indeed, this was the case in New Haven, where efforts to
establish the first college for Black Americans were proposed in 1831.51

Figure 1 –A sketch on education being denied to Black people. Note the quotation from the supporter of
colonization.52

In New Haven, Peter Williams and Simeon Jocelyn spearheaded the movement, and garnered support from
abolitionists and free Blacks across the North. Some of the arguments in favor saw education as fulfilling the
promises of the Declaration of Independence, as one writer argued that “time and circumstances may affect
the expediency of the case but cannot alter the essential principals of the Declaration of Independence, and of
divine law.”53 In another text of support, featuring imagined dialogue, personified a public hesitant to the idea
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of a Black college and of a Black man who might “feel himself almost equal to whites;”  the response of a
voice named only ‘a friend’ declares reads “why not equal? Does not our Declaration of Independence declare
that all men are created equal?”54 Literacy and education, were essential part of the project of true equality as
promised in the Declaration for these writers. Unfortunately, the ruling elite in New Haven were opposed to
the idea, with Blight writing that “Indeed, Yale’s ethos at this time was colonizationist at best on the slavery
issue, and the idea of a Black college in their own neighborhood violated such aims.”55 The fight for a Black
college might have failed in New Haven, but that did not stop Black people from educating themselves and
their communities.

Cashing in the Check – Civil Rights Movement to the present day

It was only through the Civil War that brought the aims of abolitionism into reality.  Abraham Lincoln in his
Gettysburg address saw the war’s purpose as fulfillment of the promises of the declaration. He speaks of a
nation “conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal” with the war was
as a test of “whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure.”[56] This view
became popular with many of the abolitionists, and even Frederick Douglass’s views on the Declaration
evolved post-emancipation. In a speech in Maryland after the Emancipation Proclamation and the banning of
slavery in the state, Douglass said that “Thomas Jefferson, looking upon slavery, said he trembled for his
country, when he reflected that God was just, and that his justice could not sleep forever. In getting rid of
slavery, you have placed the State of Maryland, in harmony with the views and wishes, of the noblest of the
national fathers, and what is far more important, in harmony with the eternal laws of the moral universe.”57

The ideals of the Declaration were not We see a similar strain of thinking pass into the Civil Rights movement
of the 1950s and onwards, although we also see plenty of thoughtful and critical challenges to the ideals and
context of the Declaration of Independence. We will explore the ideas of Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X
in the 1960s and bring our examination of Black readings of the Declaration to a close with Tracy K. Smith. To
keep this unit manageable in its scope, I must acknowledge a significant gap in our timeline, as surely there
are plenty of readings to the time of Reconstruction and the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and teachers
are encouraged to continue this research for their own classrooms.

During the March on Washington in August of 1963, Martin Luther King Jr. delivered perhaps the most famous
speech in American oratory, “I have a Dream.” King centers the first part of the speech around the idea that
“When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of
Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir.”58 By using the
metaphor of the Declaration as a check, King highlights the sense of obligation that its promises and ideals
have. It has real meaningful purpose, which Black Americans are entitled by both law and right to demand.
King’s present moment “is the time to make real the promises of democracy.”59  Just as it was in 1776, sees
the Declaration as a call to action, like how the Grimkes saw it in the 19th century. Plenty has been said on the
power and importance of the oratory of this speech, and its legacy remains in classrooms today. A year earlier
in New York, on the centennial of the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation (which he likewise refers to in
his “I have a dream” speech, King stated:

“If our nation had done nothing more in its whole history than to create just two documents, its
contribution to civilization would be imperishable. The first of these documents is the Declaration
of Independence and the other is that which we are here to honor tonight, the Emancipation
Proclamation. All tyrants, past, present and future, are powerless to bury the truths in these
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declarations, no matter how extensive their legions, how vast their power and how malignant
their evil.”60

King sees the two documents as deeply related, with the Emancipation Proclamation in part fulling the truths
of the Declaration of Independence. In them, he sees a call to action, like the one delivered in August 1963.
The truths are a rallying cry, and an eternal statement of rights that should guide the shape of the country.

Among the other most taught activists of the Civil Rights movement, Malcolm X takes a different approach
from King to the Declaration of Independence. While we do not have direct commentary on his views on the
Declaration, his speeches and political ideology give us plenty of material to work with. In a speech given
while still a member of the Nation of Islam, he asks the audience to “look at the American Revolution in 1776.
That revolution was for what? For land. Why did they want land? Independence. How was it carried out?
Bloodshed.”61 His historical reference to the Revolution is more to acknowledge the same purpose in Black
Nationalism, for Black people to have their own country acquired through armed Revolution is necessary. He
sees the American Revolution as one of what he terms white nationalism, with its purpose establishes a
homeland for its white, and not its Black, citizens. In his first full press statement on March 12 of 1964, shortly
after his break with the Nation of Islam, has been since titled as “A Declaration of Independence.” This could
refer both to his own independence from the Nation of Islam, but likewise to the fulfillment of true justice for
Black people. In this speech, he declares that his purpose is to improve the lives of Black Americans in the
country in the present moment, rather than just working for the long-term goal of a return to Africa as
supported by the Nation of Islam. He says to his audience that “we should be peaceful, law-abiding—but the
time has come for the American Negro to fight back in self-defense whenever and wherever he is being
unjustly and unlawfully attacked. If the government thinks I am wrong for saying this, then let the government
start doing its job. ”62 The speech mirrors many of the justifications that the American colonists had in their
war against Great Britain, with the idea that if a government does not uphold its obligations, the people have
a right to replace that government through armed conflict. A week later, he takes the idea even further when
he says “if we don't do something real soon, I think you'll have to agree that we're going to be forced either to
use the ballot or the bullet.”63 His views have transformed since outright calling for Revolution in December of
1962, but he still advocates strongly for the idea that resistance to injustice should be peaceable if possible,
but destructive if necessary: the very same principles outlined in the Declaration of Independence with
violence against tyranny the final resort.

The 1970s did not bring the end to the push for Civil Rights and the quest for racial justice. In the current
American landscape, organizers from movements like Black Lives Matter and the Black Coalition for Civic
Participation still push for justice. In schools and universities as well as in activism and civic sphere, readers
are contextualizing and evaluating America’s past in critical ways. We can see this in the poetry of Tracy K.
Smith, as she highlights both present day concerns and historical injustices in her poem “Declaration.” Using
erasure poetry, where lines from a text are moved, cut, and copied to create new meaning, Smith’s poetry
share a powerful message:

In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms:

Our repeated Petitions have been answered only by repeated injury.64

Like many before her, from Lemuel Haynes and Benjamin Banneker, the women and men at Seneca falls in
the Declaration of Sentiments, and Dr. King, Smith sees the Declaration as failing in its promises. Unlike those
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writers, she does not include the phrase “all men are created equal,” further highlighting her discontent with
the present state of American politics. Those truths, as Smith phrases it in her poem, are omitted from the
present reality. Her usage of the Declaration speaks to its enduring qualities and presence in the American
civic imagination The Declaration of Independence was the United States’s foundational document. Over time
interpretations have changed and altered: it was a justification for war against Britain, a statement of political
ideals and philosophy, a promise for a brighter future for the country, or a failure to live up to its rhetoric.

Part 2: Unit Execution and Rationale

This curriculum has been developed for a grade 10 Civics class, although teachers of American history would
likewise be able to make ample use of it. It is intended to be taught over a period of five weeks, although
teachers should amend or supplement the timeline, readings, and activities as best suits the needs of their
classrooms. The guiding principle for this unit is to have students critically evaluate and examine Black voices
in relation to the Declaration of Independence, to understand how the document was interpreted and used in
writing and oratory over the past two and a half years centuries of the United States America. As part of this
aim, students will understand how literacy and reading were seen as pathways to freedom and apply those
lessons to their own quests for knowledge and civic participation. To achieve the learning goals of this unit,
students will engage in an inquiry-based model of learning, using a series of essential questions to guide their
exploration of Black readings of the declaration. The unit will incorporate close reading of texts, including the
Declaration itself, writing creative responses to ideas presented in the material, conducting independent
research, collaborating in groups, and academic writing to engage in the unit’s essential questions.

Essential Questions

In the introductory lesson of this unit. of the unit, students will be tasked with answering the following
questions over the duration of their learning. The column on the right aligns these questions with the material
covered in Part 1.

Essential Question Learning Objective

How did Black readers interpret the
Declaration of Independence over time?

Students will be able to critically analyze texts in
comparison with each other over different historical time
periods.

Does the presence of slavery and racial
injustice in America contradict the claims of
the Declaration of Independence that “all men
are created equally?”

Students will be able to evaluate a text and build
arguments to address claims in a text.

Why was literacy considered by so many as a
pathway to freedom? Is it still?

Students will be able to understand how literacy is an
important part of civic development and engagement.

How do we bring about meaningful social and
political change?

Students will be able to understand the methods one
employs to purposefully bring positive changes to their
communities. 

What does the Declaration of Independence
mean to you?

Students will be able to express their ideas through writing
about a foundation document of the United States and
apply that learning outside of the school environment.
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Weekly Plan

This plan covers broadly the ideas and topics students will learn over a given week alongside the suggested
readings and activities. If shortening this unit, it is recommended that teachers merge the content of weeks
two and three, or weeks one and two. Additionally, the week devoted to literacy, week four, can be merged
with either weeks one, two, or three. Depending on the needs and structure of the classroom, particular time
periods can also be excluded. if including the final paper as part of the execution in the unit, introduce it to
students at the beginning, and have a final due date one week after the conclusion of the instructional portion
of the unit.

Week Topic Covered Content and activities Suggested Readings

1
Introduction to the
ideological origins
Declaration of
Independence

Students are introduced to the essential questions of
the unit.  Close read and analyze the Declaration, as
well as its origins. Have students consider the deleted
passage from the Declaration on slavery. Use
Banneker’s letter to reinforce the emphasis on Black
voices and interpretations in the unit.

Declaration of
Independence
Locke’s Two Treatises
Jefferson’s Writings
Letter of Benjamin
Banneker

2
Black Response to
the Declaration in
American Revolution

Students will analyze how Black people living in the
colonies responded to the Declaration of
Independence. Students will consider British offers of
freedom to enslaved Americans, as well as petitions
to state governments for manumission due to service
in the war.

The Petition of Prince
Whipple to the New
Hampshire
Government
Lemuel Haynes
Lord Dunmore’s
Proclamation

3 Abolitionism and the
Declaration

Students will be introduced to the abolition
movement of the 19th century and understand how
these activists used the Declaration in their pursuit of
civic change. Students will understand the
prominence of Black leaders in the movement, as
well as the intersection between the abolitionism and
suffragism.

Declaration of
Sentiments
Writings of Sarah and
Charlotte Grimke
Hosea Easton
Douglass’s What to the
Slave is the Fourth of
July?

4 Literacy in the
pursuit of freedom

Students will analyze how literacy was seen as a
pathway to freedom. They will engage in primary
source research in learning the story of how Frederick
Douglass learned to read, using the Columbian
Orator. They will also engage in primary and
secondary source analysis of the attempts to found a
Black College in New Haven.

Douglass’s My
Bondage and My
Freedom
The Columbian Orator
College for colored
youth: an account of
the New-Haven city
meeting and
resolutions:

5
The Declaration and
the Civil Rights
Movement to Today

Students will read and compare the speeches of
Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr., analyzing their
political philosophies and approach to activism.
Students will conclude the unit by reading the erasure
poetry of Tracy K. Smith and making their own
erasure poem using the Declaration of Independence.

Malcom X, By any
means ncecesarry
King on the
Emancipation
Proclamation and I
have a dream
Tracy K. Smith’s
Declaration
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Sample Lesson Plans and Activities

These sample lesson plans reflect the types of activities that students should engage in over the duration of
the unit. As always, teachers should modify and supplement as neeed.

Lesson 1 – Close Reading the Declaration of Independence

This lesson should be delivered in the first week of the unit. Students are assumed to already have some
familiarity with the Declaration of Independence. If you wish to supplement with additional secondary source
readings, I recommend Jack Rakove’s annotated version of the text.

Guiding question – Did the American revolutionaries really believe that “All men are created equal”?

Objective – Students will be able to analyze why Thomas Jefferson’s passage on slavery was omitted in the
Declaration of Independence and how it affected the document’s meaning.

Teaching Plan – Begin by reading the Declaration of Independence, read either aloud as a class or silently and
on their own, have students individually divide the document into sections, and underline any phrases that
stand out to them. Consider the timing for the first part of the lesson. After the reading is concluded, students
will share with the rest of the class passages or phrases that struck them. If a student also underlined that
phrase, they should raise their hands. Have the students explain why they did that. Next, ask students to
share the sections they divided the text into. It should roughly follow this model: preamble, statement of
rights, justifications for independence/ airing of grievances, and conclusion. On a sheet of paper, either
notepaper or a graphic organizer, students should detail the purpose of each section. Have students first
share their answers with pairs, and the pairs will report their conversation to the rest of the class.

Students will then read Jefferson’s omitted passage to the Declaration, and a bit of his later writings on the
circumstances of its removal.

On the same sheet of paper, students will respond to the following two questions: did the phrase “all men are
created equal” include Black people? How did reading the omitted passage change your ideas about the
Declaration of Independence? Allow a similar format as the previous discussion and devote the remaining time
to facilitating the discussion in the class.

Lesson 2 – The Texts of Freedom

In this lesson, students will analyze the passages from the Columbian Orator that struck Frederick Douglass
(note that some speeches and texts appear multiple times, depending on class size, you may wish to pair up
some of the short speeches and include some of the longer ones.)

Guiding question – How did the readings in the Columbian Orator inspire Frederick Douglass on the path to
freedom?

Teaching Plan – Review with students Frederick Douglass’s experiences learning to read from the previous
lesson. In that lesson, they read his account of learning how to read. For homework, they were asked “How did
Douglass view literacy?” and “How did the institution of slavery affect the slave owner Mrs. Auld?” Allows
students a brief space to discuss their responses with the class.

For the first part of the lesson, have student revisit the views that Douglass expressed in “What to the slave is
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Fourth of July?” on the Declaration of Independence. Emphasize his dissatisfaction with the document and its
failure to live up to its promises, and how this compared with the analyses of other abolitionists. This can be
written or in discussion.

Next, revisit the part of My Bondage and my Freedom where Douglass mentions the Columbian Orator. Pair
students into groups and distribute the selections from William Pitt (who had five speeches in total, which may
be shortened) the speech from Charles Fox on the Revolution, the speech from Richard Sheridan on Catholic
Emancipation, and the speech from John Aikin. In their groups, students will read the text, underlining
anything that stands out to them, and anything that might have stood out to Douglass. The groups should be
prepared to share with the class a summary of the text they read, and how they think it affected Douglass’s
beliefs and ideas. Allow plenty of time for students to share and discuss and conclude by having students
compare the ideas found in each text. Students should be prepared to share at least one quotation from the
text. Have students share their findings, and, if time allows, give students space to make comparisons
between the ideas in the different text. Include a graphic organizer so that students can write down what they
hear from their classmates. For homework, have students answer the guiding question listed above for this
lesson.

Lesson 3 - Erasure poetry and the Declaration of Independence.

In this lesson, students will read through Tracy K. Smith’s poem “Declaration” and participate in the creation
of their own erasure poem using the Declaration of Independence.

Guiding question – Does the Declaration of Independence stand true today? Has it fulfilled its promises?

Teaching Plan – As students enter the class, present them with a copy of the poem “Declaration.” For this
part, do not reveal to students that the text was made exclusively using passages from the Declaration of
Independence. Again, follow a close reading protocol. Students read for gist, underlining key phrases, then
answering the question “what was the poet’s intended meaning?” When students have finished reading the
poem, have them share their written responses with the class. In the discussion, ask students about the
language and the interesting structure of the poem, and how that might influence the poem’s meaning. If a
student has not yet noticed that the words were taken directly from the Declaration of Independence. Next,
ask students what they think about Smith’s ideas, and how we might view that in light of current events in the
country today.

Next, pass out a copy of the full text of the Declaration and a sharpie, and have students create their own
erasure poem by crossing out certain words and parts of the text. Emphasize that the choice is theirs to what
their poem may look like. Allow students ample time to work and then allow volunteers to read their poem to
the class. Have students reflect, either written or verbally, on what the process of writing the poem was like,
and how it affected their understanding of the Declaration of Independence.

Final Project

Using the materials and readings in the course, students will write a paper answering one of the essential
questions of the unit (see above.) Set expectations for length according to the needs and skills of your
students.  My suggestion is a four-to-five-page paper that incorporates at least three of the sources read in the
class, and students must also find one additional source to supplement these three. No matter which question
students choose, the paper should require that students include some of their own interpretation of the
Declaration of Independence and make relevant connections to the present day. If applicable, allow students
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other modes for completing their project, such as an extensive poem, visual art, or media, as long as it meets
the requirements of using sources found in and outside of class.

Readings for Students

The readings here are primary sources that can be used in the unit, either as part of a student’s original
research or included in the shared class readings.

“1779 Petition for Freedom from enslaved people in Fairfield, Connecticut” – Original   Document and a
transcription of the text are included. https://teachitct.org/lessons/a-  petition-for-freedom-in-1779. This is an
excellent supplemental source taken from the   time of the American Revolution.

Banneker, Benjamin. “To Thomas Jefferson from Benjamin Banneker, 19 August 1791,” Founders
Online, National Archives, [Original source: The Papers of Thomas  Jefferson, vol. 22, 6 August 1791 – 31
December 1791, ed. Charles T. Cullen. Princeton:   Princeton University Press, 1986, pp. 49–54.]  This reading
should be used in the first or   second week and demonstrates Banneker’s dissatisfaction with the hypocrisy of
the   Declaration towards the matter of slavery.

Bingham, Caleb, ed. The Columbian Orator. Thirded. Boston, MA: Manning and Loring, 1800.  
https://digital.library.pitt.edu/islandora/object/pitt%3A00acf6728m/viewer#page/245/mo 
https://www.archives.gov/education/research/primary-sourcesde/1up This is the   collection of speeches that
Frederick Douglass read as he was learning to read and was part of his intellectual pathway to freedom.

Douglass, Frederick. The Life and Writings of Frederick Douglass. Edited by Philip S. Foner.   New York:
International Publishers Co, 1950.   https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part4/4h2927t.html This online resource of
Frederick   includes Douglass’s “What to the Slave is Fourth of July?” a seminal text on the memory of the
Revolution and the Declaration of Independence and its relevance to abolitionism.

Douglass, Frederick. My Bondage and My Freedom. New York: Miller, Orton, and Mulligan,   1855.
https://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/douglass55/douglass55.html Douglass has several   versions of his
autobiography, but I selected this one because it has the most extensive   descriptions of his encounters with
the Columbian Orator. Otherwise, the story of his   learning to read is largely the same.

Douglass, Frederick. A Friendly Word to Maryland: a Lecture. Baltimore: John W. Woods, 1864.  
https://www.mdhistory.org/resources/a-friendly-word-to-maryland-a-lecture-delivered-  by-frederick-douglass-
esquire-in-bethel-church-on-the-17th-of-november-1864/ This  speech gives students and readers insight into
abolitionist views during the Civil War. We   can see an evolution of Douglass’s views on the Declaration.

Easton, Hosea. A treatise on the intellectual character and civil and political condition of the   Colored People
of the U. states and the prejudice exercised towards them. Boston: Isaac   Knapp, 1837. Easton ably defends
against racial injustice in this text and argues for the  political equality of Black people in America.

Grimke, Charlotte Forten. The journals of Charlotte Forten Grimké. New York: Oxford   University Press, 1988
Charlotte Grimke’s journal can offer students extensive insight   into her reactions to the enforcement of the
Fugitive Slave Act in Massachusetts.
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Grimke, Sarah. Letters on the Equality of the Sexes. Boston: Isaac Knapp, 1838. Grimke’s    political writing
demonstrates the intersection of the movement for women’s rights and   abolitionism.

Haynes, Lemuel. Black preacher to white America: The collected writings of Lemuel Haynes,   1774-1833.
Edited by Richard Newman. Brooklyn, N.Y: Carlson Pub, 1990. Haynes’s writings examine the Declaration of
Independence’s language of equality during the time   of the Revolution. It is especially valuable given his
service in both the ministry and the   Continental Army.

Jefferson, Thomas. Writings: Autobiography, a summary view of the rights of British America,   notes on the
State of Virginia, public papers, addresses, messages, and replies,   miscellany, letters. New York, NY: Literary
Classics of the United States, 1984. Jefferson’s writings include his omitted section on slavery in the
Declaration, as well as   the debates and his reflections on its eventual exclusions.

King Jr., Martin Luther. “Dr. Martin Luther King on the Emancipation Proclamation.” National   Parks Service,
April 2015. https://www.nps.gov/anti/learn/historyculture/mlk-ep.htm. Dr.   King’s speech is an excellent
insight into his beliefs on the foundational documents of the   country.

King Jr., Martin Muther "I Have a Dream." Speech, Washington, DC, August 28, 1963.   American Rhetoric,
http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/mlkihaveadream.htm. Dr.   King’s most famous speech, which
includes substantial rhetorical usage of the   Declaration of Independence.

Locke, John. Two Treatises on Civil Government: Preceded by Sir Robert Filmer. United Kingdom: George
Routledge and Sons, 1884. John Locke was highly influential on the   ideas found in the Declaration of
Independence. The text can be dense, so using   selections is recommended.

“Lord Dunmore’s Proclamation, 1775,” Document Bank of Virginia, accessed August 14,  
2024, https://edu.lva.virginia.gov/dbva/items/show/268. Dunmore’s proclamation offered   freedom to
enslaved people who abandoned their rebellious enslavers and in exchange for   fighting for the British.

Rakove, Jack N. The annotated U.S. Constitution and Declaration of Independence. Cambridge, Mass: Belknap,
2012. Rakove’s annotations allow students further and deeper insights   into the text and language of the
Declaration of Independence.

Smith, Tracy K.  "Declaration." Poetry Foundation. Accessed March 24, 2020.  
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/53210/on-the-grasshopper-and-cricket. Smith’s erasure poem
deletes sections of the Declaration to create an entirely new meaning and commentary relevant to the
modern political situation in America.

Truth, Sojourner. “Women’s Rights Convention,” Anti-slavery bugle. (New-Lisbon, Ohio), 21 June 1851.
Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers. Lib. of Congress.  
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83035487/1851-06-21/ed-1/seq-4/ Truth’s   speech has two major
versions, with this one being considered the more accurate of the   two. The speech, in its second more
famous form, is popularly known as “Ain’t I a   Woman?” Sadly, a complete transcript does not exist.

Vox Africanorum, Letter to the Maryland Gazette, May 15, 1783 -
http://storage.gilderlehrman.org/dec250/Vox%20Africanorum,%20Letter%20to%20the%
20MARYLAND%20GAZETTE%20(May%2015,%201783).pdf – A Revolutionary Era   Document detailing the
apparent contradictions in slavery and the Patriot’s fight for   independence from an anonymous letter to the
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Maryland Gazette.

Whipple, Prince, et al. 1779 Petition to the New Hampshire Government for the Abolition of Slavery by Prince
Whipple & 18 Other "Natives of Africa" National Parks Service,.
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/inde-1779-petition-new-hampshire-prince-  whipple.htm – Whipple and a
group of other enslaved people petitioned for their freedom   using the language of liberty and equality as
found in the Declaration.

X, Malcolm. By Any Means Necessary: Speeches, Interviews, and a Letter by Malcolm X. New York: Pathfinder
Press, 1970. These speeches show Malcolm X.’s evolution as a thinker and an activist, from his opinions on
revolution to the return to Africa.

X., Malcom The Autobiography of Malcolm X. New York: Ballantine Books, 1965. This reading includes a
substantial and critical account of the importance of literacy for Malcom X’s   development as an activist.
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https://collections.library.yale.edu/catalog/2053945 A collection of primary sources   related to the Black
college in New Haven.

Cornelius, Janet. “‘We Slipped and Learned to Read:’ Slave Accounts of the Literacy Process,   1830-1865.”
Phylon (1960-) 44, no. 3 (1983): 171–86. https://doi.org/10.2307/274930. An excellent account of how
enslaved people subverted power structures in learning to   reading.

Crow, Jeffrey. “‘Liberty to Slaves’: The Response of Free and Enslaved Black People to   Revolution.” NCPedia.
Accessed July 15, 2024.   https://www.ncpedia.org/anchor/liberty-slaves-response-free. A good introduction to
the   responses of Black people to the events of the American Revolution.

Davis, David Brion. Was Thomas Jefferson an authentic enemy of slavery?: An inaugural lecture   delivered
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before the University of Oxford on 18 February 1970. Oxford: Clarendon,   1970. This text critically considers
Thomas Jefferson’s position as both an enslaver and as   an opponent to slavery in writing.

Garrison, William Lloyd. Declaration of Sentiments of the American Anti-Slavery   Convention, Selections from
the Writings of W. L. Garrison. Boston: 1852, 66–71.   Garrison is one of the most important leaders in the
abolition movement, and the   declaration of sentiments provided an ideological roadmap to abolitionism.

Hattem, Michael D. The Memory of ’76: The Revolution in American History. New Haven: Yale University Press,
2024. A very excellent take on the American Revolution in historical   memory, as readers understand how
interpretations of its events and texts like the   Declaration have changed in the public imagination over time.

King, L.J. (2014), "More Than Slaves: Black Founders, Benjamin Banneker, and Critical Intellectual
Agency", Social Studies Research and Practice, Vol. 9 No. 3, pp. 88- 
105. https://doi.org/10.1108/SSRP-03-2014-B0007. An important pedagogical   consideration on the
importance of including Black voices like Banneker’s in social   studies education.

Rediker, Marcus. The Amistad Rebellion: An Atlantic Odyssey of Slavery and Freedom. New   York: Penguin
Books, 2013. An excellent account of the Amistad Rebellion, an essential   event of the abolition movement.

Report of the Woman's Rights Convention, held at Seneca Falls, New York, July 19th and 20th,   Proceedings
and Declaration of Sentiments. John Dick at the North Star Office, Rochester, New York, July 19-20, 1848.
Online Text.   https://www.loc.gov/item/rbcmiller001106/. This report includes the Declaration of   Sentiments,
which mirrors the form and structure of the Declaration of Independence   precisely

Sinha, Manisha. The slave’s cause: A history of abolition. New Haven: Yale University Press,   2016. An
extensive text on the history of abolitionism, giving primacy to Black voices   and participation in the
movement.

Steinmetz-Jenkins, Daniel. “Charles Mills Thinks Liberalism Still Has a Chance.” The Nation,   December 8,
2021. https://www.thenation.com/article/culture/charles-mills-thinks-theres-  still-time-to-rescue-liberalism/. A
useful consideration on how the ideas of John Locke supported systems of white supremacy.

Williams, Heather Andrea. Self-taught: African American education in Slavery and Freedom.   Chapel Hill: The
University of North Carolina Press, 2009. Another excellent resource on   Black education and literacy over the
years.

Classroom Resources

Erasure Poetry Tutorial - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hTpE4li0YCY

National Archives Primary Sources - https://www.archives.gov/education/research/primary-sources

Black Past - https://www.blackpast.org/ - A great resource for primary and secondary source readings on Black
history.

Schumann Library’s repository of primary source readings -
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https://library.wit.edu/guides/primary-sources/american-history

1619 Project - https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/1619-america-slavery.html - an
excellent resource for teaching the history of American slavery.

Appendix on Implementing District Standards

CG.Inq.1.c. Explain points of agreement and disagreement experts have about interpretations and
applications of civic concepts and ideas associated with both compelling and supporting questions. – Students
will see differences in approach to activism throughout the unit, especially in the concluding portion.

CG.Inq.4.c. Critique political arguments and explanations while acknowledging the strengths and weaknesses
given the purpose and audience (credibility, bias, reasoning, sequencing, details). – Students will practice
evaluating the claims of different authors and thinkers.

CG.Inq.3.a. Gather relevant information from multiple sources representing a wide range of views and
mediums while using the origin, authority, structure, context, and corroborative value to guide the selection of
credible sources. – As part of the final project, students will be asked to collect a variety of sources in
constructing their argument.

CG.His.5.a. Analyze how interpretations of the social contract theory of government influenced the founding of
the United States government (e.g., Thomas Hobbes, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, John Locke). - Students will look
at the ideological origins of the Declaration in the first week of the unit.

CG.Civ.4.a. Explain how the Declaration of Independence and United States Constitution contributed to the
establishment of a federal democratic republic (e.g., popular sovereignty, federalism). – Students will examine
the Declaration of Independence exhaustively in this unit.

CG.Civ.14.b. Analyze advocacy and activism in the United States related to a contemporary human rights
issue using the United States Constitution and other historical sources (e.g., youth activism, journalism, social
media, whistleblowers, protestors, strikes, boycotts, petitions, resistance). – Students will extensively look at
activists who fought for equal rights across various points of United States history.

CG.Civ.2.c. Analyze the role of individuals, groups, and the media in shaping political participation over time in
the United States (e.g., interest groups, media bias, political parties). – Students will examine the role of anti-
slavery advocates in the 18th century, abolitionists in the 19th century, and activists in the 20th and 21st

centuries

CG.Civ.5.b. Evaluate the effectiveness of strategies used by an individual, group or institution in addressing a
social problem at the local, state, tribal, national, and/or international level (e.g., social protest movements,
get-out-the-vote campaigns, conscious consumerism). – Students will consider the tactics used in the
movements described above, and will evaluate the connection of literacy in addressing social problems.
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50 Blight, Yale and Slavery, 198
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56 Lincoln, Abraham, Pres. U. S. Gettysburg address delivered at Gettysburg Pa. Nov. 19th, . n. p.   n. d. Pdf.
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57 Douglass, A Friendly Word to Maryland, 12

58 King, “I Have a Dream”

59 Ibid.

60 King, ” Speech on the Emancipation Proclamation During the Centennial of the Civil War,” published online
via the National Park Service. Original speech was delivered in 1962

61 Malcolm X, “Message to the Grass Roots” in  Malcom X Speaks, 7

62 Malcolm X.,”A Declaration of Independence” in Malcom X Speaks, 22

63 Malcolm X., “The Ballot or the Bullet” in Malcolm X Speaks, 25
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