Balancing Equality and Freedom:

An Examination of Declarations of Independence
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Rather than claiming the right to “alter
or abolish” unjust government, the
Declaration of Sentiments states that
“it is the right of those who suffer
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Declaration of Independence (1776)

The Declaration of Independence defined the
values of the American Revolution and the nation.
The working definition of equality is associated
with life, liberty, happiness, and security. “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.”

Basic liberties claimed for the colonists included
freedom of thought, freedom of expression,
freedom to make decisions responsibly, and
freedom to alter the government: “it is their right,
it is their duty, to throw off such Government,
and to provide new Guards for their future
security.”
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their own equality.

Negro Declaration of Independence (1876)

The Negro
Independence redefined equality to
include unity among men by
encouraging African Americans “to
organize to the end that their ballots
may subserve the peace of the
country, the fraternization of all the
people, and the prosperity and
unification of all the sections of our
undivisible Republic.”
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NEGRO DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE,

Republican Faithlessness and Cor=
ruptions Exposed and Scathingly
Denounced by Colored Men.

JONCI 'HE § ONS. A}
ILOCAL SELF GOVERNMENT.

a largely attended meeting of the colored citizens
he different States, held in the City of Washington,
February 28th, 1876, the following was imously
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_on motion, it was ordered that the documen

ted in circular form for distribution thronghont
nited States—

We, color representing nearly all the States

nd Territories of the United States, believing with the

thers, that the happiness of the people isthe sole end

f government, an d taking into consideration the un
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dition now existing, growing out of the pros-
of business, the decrease of commerce and the
axes forced from an impoverished peoli)le to carry
xtravagancies of an administration become in-
by sordid ambition, and taking into considera-

n the duplicity, want of faith, corruption, vacilating
olicy and selfish motives of the Republican party to
hich we have been allied since we became citizens, and
for which we have sacrificed so much, do hereby de-
nounce it as being the primary cause of  all the wrongs
committed against us, the impeader of the progress and
prosperity mhe country, because it has never ceased to
use us as a cover for its base desxfgna, usurpations and
encroachments upon the liberties of the people of the
South, and, therefore, we sever all connections with that

" infamously and tyrannically administered organization, for

the following reasons:

Significance

Freedom of thought, expression, and
responsible decision making were
claimed with the separation from the
Republican Party: “we propose to
stand by principles, and will support
only those men who will do the most

for us.”

White Americans prevented equality
and sacrificed wunity with African
Americans to preserve their freedom.

Minority groups—specifically women in the Declaration of Sentiments and African Americans in the
Negro Declaration of Independence—used the language and structure of the Declaration of
Independence to claim American history as their own, redefine equality in more inclusive terms,
demand greater freedom for themselves, and fight against compromises made in an attempt to
balance equality and liberty within the nation.




