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INTRODUCTION

The Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation, the Constitution, and the Gettysburg Address have all shaped America into the nation it is today. Each of these documents served a different function and altered the way Americans perceive their country. The Declaration of Independence separated the thirteen colonies from Great Britain and outlined the philosophical ideals of the new nation when it was written in 1776. A few years later, the Articles of Confederation established the first national government for the newly independent states. The Constitution replaced the Articles twelve years later and created a stronger system of government that embodied the ideals of the Declaration and remains to this day. And finally, Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, delivered in 1863 during the Civil War, characterized America as a beacon of hope and freedom for the rest of humanity.

The original text of the four documents is organized and very specific. The structure of the Constitution, for example, clarifies how the government should function. It divides the government into three parts, all relatively equal in power so that no one branch can overpower the others. At the same time, the writers of the Constitution knew that they wouldn’t be able to predict the future challenges the nation would face, such as the Cold War, abortion, or electronic eavesdropping. Therefore, they made certain that the Constitution was flexible enough to allow the government to address any of these unpredictable issues. Parts of the Constitution are relatively vague, such as the Elastic Clause in Article I, Section 8, for example, which gives Congress the power to “make all laws which shall be necessary and proper” to uphold the Constitution; it’s a clause that allows Congress to pass new laws as needed. And, of course, amendments can always be added to the Constitution to make sure that some changes will be permanent. For this reason, most historians refer to the Constitution as a living document, a document whose meaning changes with time as the nation faces new challenges.

Unlike other companion volumes on the Constitution, this book doesn’t interpret the Constitution or the other documents. Instead, it presents the original texts of the Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation, the Constitution, and the Gettysburg Address with modern translations that anyone can understand. Sometimes the translations are purposefully vague, especially for parts of the Constitution that the Founding Fathers wanted to be vague, such as the Elastic Clause. Modernizing the language without altering the intent in this way highlights the genius (or inadequacy, in the case of the Articles) of the documents and allows readers to draw their own conclusions.
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