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Thomas Jefferson’s introduction to the Declaration of Independence encapsulates the core
philosophy that would underpin the birth of a new nation. This initial statement not only establishes
the moral foundation for revolution but also articulates the inherent rights of individuals,
challenging existing notions of authority and sovereignty. To fully appreciate the significance of
Jefferson’s opening lines, it is essential to explore the historical context, the philosophical
underpinnings, and the precise language he used to frame his major premise.

Historical Context Leading to Jefferson’s Major Premise

The Colonial Discontent and the Path Toward Independence
By 1776, the American colonies had endured over a decade of escalating tensions with Great Britain.
The colonies faced a series of grievances, including:

- Imposition of taxes without colonial representation (e.g., Stamp Act, Tea Act)
- Restrictions on colonial trade and manufacturing
- Quartering of British troops in colonial homes
- Diminished local self-governance and autonomy

These grievances fueled a growing desire for independence, culminating in the Continental
Congress’s decision to formalize their stance through a declaration.

Philosophical Foundations and Influences
Jefferson’s major premise was not created in a vacuum; it drew heavily from Enlightenment thinkers
such as John Locke, whose theories on natural rights and government by consent profoundly
influenced revolutionary thought. Locke’s ideas included:

- The notion of natural rights to life, liberty, and property
- The idea that governments derive their authority from the consent of the governed
- The right of the people to overthrow governments that violate these rights

Jefferson, well-versed in these philosophies, sought to craft a compelling argument that justified
independence based on universal principles rather than mere colonial grievances.



The Opening Lines of the Declaration of Independence

The Text of Jefferson’s Major Premise
The most famous lines of the Declaration, which lay out Jefferson’s major premise, are:

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, 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.”

This statement encapsulates the core philosophical assertion that:

- Certain truths are universal and self-evident
- All individuals are inherently equal in moral worth
- Certain rights are natural and cannot be justly taken away

Analysis of the Major Premise
Jefferson’s opening premise is revolutionary for several reasons:

- Universalism: It asserts that these truths are self-evident and apply universally, not just to colonists
or certain classes.
- Inalienability: The rights described—Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness—are inalienable,
meaning they cannot be legitimately surrendered or revoked.
- Moral Foundation: By referencing a Creator, Jefferson appeals to a moral authority beyond human
governments, establishing a moral obligation to uphold these rights.

This premise serves as the moral and philosophical foundation for the subsequent arguments
justifying revolution and independence.

Implications of Jefferson’s Major Premise

Justification for Revolution
Jefferson’s statement offers a moral justification for overthrowing a government that violates these
fundamental rights. If a government becomes oppressive or tyrannical, it loses its legitimacy, and
the people have the right—and perhaps the duty—to alter or abolish it.

Shift from Colonial Grievances to Universal Principles
Rather than solely listing specific grievances against King George III, Jefferson elevates the
argument to a universal moral plane. This approach:

- Transcends specific colonial issues



- Aligns the American cause with universal rights and justice
- Inspires other oppressed peoples and future generations

The Power of Self-Evidence and Moral Certainty
By declaring these truths to be self-evident, Jefferson emphasizes their undeniable and universally
accepted nature, which strengthens the moral authority of the Declaration. It implies that these
principles do not require further proof or debate.

From Major Premise to Declaration of Independence

The Logical Progression
Jefferson’s major premise serves as the logical foundation for the rest of the document, which
includes:

- Listing the specific grievances of King George III
- Demonstrating how these grievances violate the rights outlined in the premise
- Concluding that independence is justified because the colonies have endured repeated violations of
their natural rights

The End Goal
The ultimate aim is to declare the colonies as free and independent states, asserting that they no
longer owe allegiance to a government that fails to uphold the fundamental rights of its citizens.

The Legacy of Jefferson’s Opening Statement

Impact on American Political Philosophy
Jefferson’s framing of universal rights has had a lasting influence on American political thought,
inspiring subsequent documents, amendments, and civil rights movements.

Influence on Global Movements
The principles articulated in the opening lines have resonated worldwide, shaping declarations of
independence, human rights charters, and democratic ideals globally.

Contemporary Relevance
Today, Jefferson’s major premise continues to serve as a moral touchstone in discussions about



human rights, equality, and justice, reminding us of the enduring importance of universal principles
in governance.

Conclusion
Jefferson’s initiation of the Declaration of Independence by stating his major premise—"We hold
these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal..."—embodies a profound philosophical
assertion that has shaped not only American history but also the global understanding of human
rights. It marks a decisive moment where moral philosophy meets political action, establishing the
foundation for a nation built on principles of equality, liberty, and justice. Recognizing the depth and
significance of this opening statement allows us to appreciate the enduring power of Jefferson’s
words and their role in inspiring countless struggles for freedom and human dignity worldwide.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the major premise Jefferson states at the beginning of
the Declaration of Independence?
Jefferson's major premise is that all men are created equal and are endowed with unalienable rights,
including life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

How does Jefferson justify the colonies' decision to declare
independence from Britain?
He justifies it by asserting that the British government has violated the colonists' rights, making it
necessary to dissolve political ties and establish a new government that ensures their unalienable
rights.

Why does Jefferson emphasize the concept of equality in his
introduction?
He emphasizes equality to establish that all individuals possess inherent rights, forming the
foundation for justifying revolution against tyranny.

In what way does Jefferson’s major premise reflect
Enlightenment ideas?
It reflects Enlightenment ideas by emphasizing natural rights, reason, and the belief that
governments derive their power from the consent of the governed.

How does Jefferson's statement of the major premise influence
the tone of the entire Declaration?
It sets a moral and philosophical tone, framing the colonies' actions as justified defense of inherent



rights against oppressive rule.

What role does the concept of unalienable rights play in
Jefferson's introduction?
Unalienable rights serve as the foundation for the colonies' argument that their grievances justify
independence because these rights cannot be justly taken away.

How does Jefferson's major premise align with the grievances
listed later in the Declaration?
The grievances illustrate how the British government has violated the rights that Jefferson states are
unalienable, reinforcing the justification for independence.

Why is the statement of the major premise considered a
revolutionary idea at the time?
Because it challenged the divine right of kings and traditional authority, asserting that all people are
equal and have inherent rights that no ruler can violate without losing legitimacy.

How does Jefferson's framing of the major premise contribute
to the Declaration's lasting impact?
It provides a universal and timeless moral foundation that has inspired movements for democracy
and human rights worldwide.

Additional Resources
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The drafting of the Declaration of Independence stands as one of the most pivotal moments in
American history. Central to this historic document is Thomas Jefferson’s masterful articulation of a
foundational philosophical premise that underpins the entire argument for independence. Jefferson’s
opening lines set the tone for the entire declaration, establishing a universal principle about human
rights and government’s role. This article explores how Jefferson begins the introduction by stating
his major premise, analyzing its philosophical roots, its rhetorical power, and its enduring
significance.

---

Understanding the Context of the Declaration’s



Introduction

Before delving into Jefferson’s major premise, it’s essential to grasp the context in which he was
writing. The American colonies faced escalating tensions with Great Britain, driven by issues such as
taxation without representation, restrictions on colonial self-governance, and economic
manipulation. These grievances culminated in a desire for formal independence.

However, Jefferson’s approach was not merely political; it was philosophical. The colonists sought to
justify their break from Britain by appealing to universally recognizable principles of justice and
natural rights. The introduction of the Declaration embodies this effort, aiming to persuade both
domestic and international audiences that independence was not only necessary but morally
justified.

---

Jefferson’s Major Premise: The Universal Right to Self-
Government

The opening lines of the Declaration are among the most quoted in history:

> “When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the
political bands which have connected them with another…”

This opening encapsulates Jefferson’s major premise: that there are inherent rights and conditions
under which people are justified in overthrowing their government. Let’s analyze this premise in
detail.

Philosophical Foundations of the Premise

Jefferson’s major premise is rooted in Enlightenment thought, particularly in the ideas of natural
rights and social contract theory. Thinkers like John Locke profoundly influenced Jefferson’s
perspective.

Key principles include:

- Natural Rights: The belief that individuals possess inherent rights—life, liberty, and property—that
are not granted by governments but are intrinsic to human existence.
- Consent of the Governed: Governments derive their legitimacy from the consent of the governed;
when this consent is withdrawn or violated, the social contract is broken.
- Right to Revolution: If a government becomes destructive of these rights, the people have a moral
right—and arguably a duty—to overthrow it.

Jefferson distills these ideas into a concise assertion: that when a government becomes oppressive
and unjust, the people are justified in dissolving their political bonds and establishing new
governance.



Implications of the Premise

This premise shifts the basis of legitimacy from divine right or hereditary authority to human
consent and moral authority. It asserts that:

- Governments are not absolute or divine entities.
- The people are the ultimate authority.
- Resistance and revolution are justified under certain circumstances.

By framing the issue in these terms, Jefferson elevates the act of declaring independence from mere
political rebellion to a moral imperative based on natural rights.

---

The Rhetorical Power of the Major Premise

Jefferson’s choice to open with this philosophical premise is a calculated rhetorical strategy aimed at
framing the entire argument for independence within a universal, moral context.

Establishing Moral Legitimacy

By grounding the argument in natural rights and moral law, Jefferson makes the case that the
colonies’ grievances are not just political disputes but violations of fundamental human rights. This
moral framing appeals to the conscience of both domestic and international audiences, especially
European nations sympathetic to Enlightenment ideals.

Universal Appeal

Instead of presenting the colonies’ grievances as isolated incidents, Jefferson’s premise positions
them within a broader human experience. This universality helps to justify the revolution as an act of
justice, not mere rebellion.

Preempting Counterarguments

By stating that revolution is justified under certain circumstances, Jefferson anticipates and counters
arguments that oppose independence, such as claims of loyalty or obedience to authority. The
premise makes clear that obedience is conditional and can be withdrawn when governments violate
natural rights.

---



Structural Role in the Declaration

The introduction’s major premise functions as the foundation of the entire document, guiding the
subsequent list of grievances and the declaration of independence itself.

Transition to Specific Grievances

After establishing the moral right to revolution, Jefferson proceeds to list specific grievances against
King George III and the British government, illustrating how these actions violate the colonists’
natural rights and breach the social contract.

Examples include:

- Imposing taxes without consent.
- Maintaining standing armies without consent.
- Denying the colonies’ right to self-government.

These grievances serve to demonstrate that the government has become destructive of the colonists’
natural rights, thus justifying their decision to declare independence.

Declaration of Independence

The culmination of Jefferson’s argument is the formal declaration that the colonies are “Free and
Independent States,” justified by the premises laid out in the introduction. The logical flow from the
major premise to the grievances and finally to the declaration underscores a coherent moral and
philosophical rationale.

---

Enduring Significance of Jefferson’s Major Premise

Jefferson’s opening lines and his major premise have had a lasting impact on political thought and
the principles of democracy worldwide.

Influence on Modern Democracy

The idea that governments must respect natural rights and that citizens have the moral right to
overthrow unjust rulers remains central to democratic theory. It informs concepts of human rights,
constitutional governance, and the rule of law.



Legal and Ethical Foundations

The premise laid out by Jefferson provided a moral foundation for later movements seeking
independence, civil rights, and social justice. Its emphasis on moral legitimacy continues to resonate
in debates over governmental authority.

Criticisms and Limitations

While revolutionary and inspiring, Jefferson’s premise is not without critique:

- Selective application: The rights articulated primarily apply to white men in Jefferson’s context,
excluding women, enslaved people, and Indigenous populations.
- Practical challenges: The ideal of natural rights can be challenging to implement universally,
raising questions about the scope and limits of revolution.

Despite these limitations, Jefferson’s major premise remains a cornerstone of liberal political
philosophy.

---

Conclusion: The Power of a Philosophical Opening

Jefferson begins the Declaration of Independence by stating his major premise—grounded in
Enlightenment ideals—that government’s legitimacy depends on its respect for natural rights and
the consent of the governed. This philosophical foundation transforms a political act into a moral
assertion, inspiring future generations to champion liberty and justice.

Through his carefully crafted opening, Jefferson not only justifies the colonies’ break from Britain
but also articulates a universal principle that continues to underpin democratic ideals worldwide.
His emphasis on moral legitimacy, human rights, and the right to revolution exemplifies the
enduring power of well-founded philosophical premises in shaping history and governance.

As we reflect on Jefferson’s opening lines today, their relevance persists, reminding us that the quest
for justice and liberty is rooted in fundamental human principles that transcend time and place.
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