The Declaration of Independence
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How to Read This
This is a companion, not a replacement. Watch the actual video on Khan Academy, keep this page open beside it, and pause at each timecode to read the note. Nothing here is graded.
What This Video Does
Khan reads the Declaration itself and traces its two lives: where Jefferson got the ideas (Locke and the Enlightenment), and what those ideas did once loose in the world — including the contradiction at its center, written by a man who enslaved over a hundred people.
In the Margins
~3:00  ·  It’s an explanation, not a beginning.  The war had been a shooting war for over a year (Lexington, 1775); the Declaration’s real job was to justify the break and win France’s help. Most “declarations” in history are arguments aimed at an audience. Ask who Jefferson is really writing to — the answer is Paris.
~5:00  ·  The most important paragraph — read it slowly.  “We hold these truths to be self-evident …” through “the right of the people to alter or to abolish it.” This is the exact text you close-read in Movement Two. Mark the logic: rights come first, government second and only by consent, and a government that betrays its purpose may be replaced. That last clause is a legal license for revolution.
~7:00  ·  This is Locke, set to music.  Khan names the source — Locke’s natural rights and the social contract. Jefferson’s one famous edit, “pursuit of happiness” for Locke’s “property,” you met in the Period 2 Enlightenment supplement. Now watch the edit deployed in the founding document. Ideas have lineages, and this one runs from a London philosopher’s study straight onto the page.
~9:00  ·  The long list is the point.  Most of the Declaration is grievances against the king — standing armies, trade cut off (the Navigation Acts), taxes without consent. Khan admits we skip it, but the bill of particulars is what turns philosophy into a legal case. The poetry is the opening statement; the evidence is the body.
~11:00  ·  “All men are created equal” — written by an enslaver.  Khan refuses to look away: Jefferson held over a hundred people in bondage. Did “all men” mean only white men? Only propertied men? The contradiction is not a footnote — it is the wound at the center of the country, and the next movements of this course are the long fight over it. Hold Khan’s framing: the words were bigger than the man, and others would hold him to them.
~12:30  ·  The words escape their author.  The Declaration’s logic detonates far beyond 1776 — the French Revolution borrows it, Haiti acts on it (your supplement two steps ahead), and in 1848 Seneca Falls rewrites it as “all men and women are created equal.” That Seneca Falls line is itself a close-reading text in Movement Six. The thread is continuous; an ideal “we’ve been working toward ever since.”

After You Watch — Questions to Sit With
1. The Declaration was written to persuade France, not only to declare. How does knowing the audience change how you read it?
1. “All men are created equal,” written by a man who enslaved over a hundred people. How do you hold the ideal and the hypocrisy at once — and which outlasted him?
1. The words kept being borrowed — France, Haiti, Seneca Falls. What makes a sentence powerful enough to outrun its author’s intentions?
An Invitation to Write
Bigger than its author.  Argue that the Declaration’s “all men are created equal” became more radical than Jefferson meant it to be — and trace one movement (Haiti, Seneca Falls, or another) that held America to the words.
Where This Connects
1. Back to Track A:  this is Movement Two’s close-read text; the equality contradiction drives Movements Four–Five; Seneca Falls is a Movement Six voice.
1. Next:  a bridge — the war that made the Declaration’s words actually stick.
↩  Return to the Hub
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