
figurative language in the declaration of
independence

Figurative language in the Declaration of Independence serves as a powerful tool that elevates the text
beyond mere legal language and into the realm of poetic expression. Written in 1776, the Declaration,
crafted primarily by Thomas Jefferson, is not only a foundational document of American democracy but
also a piece of literature that employs various forms of figurative language to convey its profound messages.
Through metaphors, similes, personification, and other rhetorical devices, the Declaration articulates its
ideas about freedom, governance, and human rights in a compelling and memorable way.

Understanding Figurative Language

Figurative language refers to the use of words or expressions that deviate from their literal meaning to
convey complex ideas, evoke emotions, or create vivid imagery. In the context of the Declaration of
Independence, figurative language plays a crucial role in making the arguments more relatable and
impactful. By employing such language, Jefferson connects with his audience on an emotional level,
urging them to recognize the importance of independence and the inherent rights of individuals.

Types of Figurative Language in the Declaration

Several types of figurative language are prominent in the Declaration of Independence. Each serves a
specific purpose, enhancing the document's persuasive power.

1. Metaphor: A metaphor is a direct comparison between two unrelated subjects without using "like" or "as."
In the Declaration, Jefferson uses metaphors to illustrate complex political ideas. For example, he refers to
the “long train of abuses” inflicted by the British Crown, likening these injustices to an ongoing and
systematic assault on the colonies.

2. Simile: A simile is a comparison between two different things using "like" or "as." While similes are less
prevalent than metaphors in the Declaration, they still appear in the text to enhance its emotional appeal.
For instance, one could argue that Jefferson’s description of the colonies as being "like" a child under the
guardianship of a neglectful parent evokes a strong emotional response.

3. Personification: This device attributes human qualities to non-human entities. The Declaration personifies
concepts such as liberty and justice, portraying them as entities that can be taken away or fought for. This
technique not only makes the ideas more relatable but also emphasizes their importance.



4. Imagery: Vivid descriptions that appeal to the senses are referred to as imagery. Jefferson's use of
imagery captures the reader’s attention and helps them visualize the struggle for independence. Phrases
that evoke images of tyranny, oppression, and the quest for freedom resonate deeply with the audience.

5. Alliteration and Assonance: These are sound devices that create rhythm and emphasis through the
repetition of consonant sounds (alliteration) or vowel sounds (assonance). Jefferson's careful choice of words
often creates a musical quality in his writing, making it more memorable.

The Role of Figurative Language in Persuasion

Figurative language in the Declaration of Independence is not merely decorative; it serves a strategic
purpose in persuading the audience of the necessity of independence from British rule.

Creating Emotional Resonance

One of the primary functions of figurative language is to evoke emotions. By employing metaphors and
personification, Jefferson taps into the collective sentiments of the colonists. For example, when he writes
about the "usurpations" of the British Crown, he frames these actions as violations of sacred rights, invoking
feelings of anger and injustice.

- Emotional Appeals: Jefferson's language encourages readers to feel a sense of urgency. When he describes
the suffering caused by tyranny, readers are more likely to empathize with those affected and support the
call for independence.
- Shared Values: The use of figurative language helps to reinforce shared values among the colonists, such
as liberty and equality. By framing these concepts in relatable terms, Jefferson aims to unify the audience
around a common cause.

Strengthening Arguments

Figurative language also enhances the logical structure of the arguments presented in the Declaration. By
using metaphors and imagery, Jefferson clarifies complex political ideas, making them accessible to a wider
audience.

- Illustrating Injustices: By likening British actions to a “long train of abuses,” Jefferson succinctly
summarizes a multitude of grievances. This metaphor not only condenses the argument but also emphasizes
the severity and continuity of the injustices faced.
- Call to Action: The figurative language serves as a rallying cry for independence. When Jefferson speaks
of the necessity to throw off oppressive government, the imagery of struggle and fight galvanizes his



audience, encouraging them to take action.

Notable Examples of Figurative Language

To better understand the impact of figurative language in the Declaration of Independence, it is essential to
examine specific examples from the text.

1. "Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness": This famous phrase is a powerful example of parallel
structure, where three fundamental rights are presented in a rhythmic manner. It encapsulates the essence
of the American ethos and serves as a rallying point for the colonists.

2. "We hold these truths to be self-evident": The use of "self-evident" elevates the argument to a universal
truth, suggesting that the principles of equality and rights are inherent and undeniable. This assertion is a
strategic move to preemptively counter any objections regarding the validity of these truths.

3. "When a long train of abuses": This metaphor not only illustrates the cumulative nature of grievances
against the British Crown but also evokes a sense of burden and weight that the colonists feel. It suggests
that the abuses are not isolated incidents but part of a larger, oppressive system.

4. "Despotism": By using this strong term, Jefferson invokes the image of a tyrant, positioning the British
Crown as an enemy of freedom. This word choice amplifies the emotional intensity of the document and
frames the revolution as a battle against tyranny.

5. "We must therefore acquiesce in the necessity": Here, Jefferson employs personification to give a sense of
inevitability to the call for independence. The word "acquiesce" suggests a reluctant acceptance,
highlighting the gravity of the decision and the weight of the circumstances.

The Impact of Figurative Language on Historical Context

The figurative language in the Declaration of Independence also reflects the historical context of its time. In
the 18th century, the use of rhetorical devices was a common practice in political and philosophical writing.
Jefferson, influenced by Enlightenment thinkers, utilized these devices to articulate a vision of a new
nation grounded in democratic principles.

Influence on American Identity

The use of figurative language in the Declaration has had a lasting impact on American identity. The
powerful imagery and compelling arguments have been cited and referenced throughout American



history, shaping the nation’s understanding of freedom and rights.

- Cultural Legacy: The phrases and concepts from the Declaration have permeated American culture,
becoming synonymous with the nation’s ideals. This demonstrates the effectiveness of figurative language
in creating a shared cultural narrative.
- Inspiration for Future Movements: The Declaration’s use of figurative language has inspired numerous
social and political movements throughout history, reinforcing its significance as a foundational text not just
for the United States, but for other nations seeking independence and justice.

Conclusion

Figurative language in the Declaration of Independence is a vital component that contributes to the
document's power and resonance. Through the use of metaphors, similes, personification, and other
rhetorical devices, Thomas Jefferson effectively communicates complex political ideas and emotions,
making the case for independence compelling and relatable. The impact of this figurative language extends
beyond the 18th century, influencing American identity and inspiring movements for freedom and justice
across the globe. The Declaration stands as a testament to the enduring power of language and its ability to
shape thought, evoke emotion, and inspire action.

Frequently Asked Questions

What types of figurative language are prominent in the Declaration of
Independence?
The Declaration of Independence prominently features metaphors, similes, and parallelism, which enhance
its persuasive power and emotional impact.

How does the use of metaphor in the Declaration of Independence affect
its message?
Metaphors in the Declaration, such as comparing tyranny to a disease, create vivid imagery that
underscores the urgency of the colonies' desire for freedom from British rule.

Can you identify an example of parallelism in the Declaration of
Independence?
One notable example of parallelism is the repeated structure in the phrase 'life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness,' which emphasizes the core values the document seeks to protect.



What role does personification play in the Declaration of Independence?
Personification is used to attribute human qualities to concepts like justice and tyranny, which helps
readers relate to these abstract ideas and understand their significance in the context of governance.

Why is figurative language important in the Declaration of
Independence?
Figurative language is crucial in the Declaration as it enhances the persuasiveness of the text, evokes
emotional responses, and clarifies complex ideas, making the document more impactful.

How does the use of rhetorical questions in the Declaration of
Independence contribute to its effectiveness?
Rhetorical questions in the Declaration engage the reader, prompting them to reflect on the injustices faced
and reinforcing the need for independence by highlighting the absurdity of remaining subject to British
rule.

In what ways does the Declaration of Independence utilize imagery to
convey its themes?
The Declaration employs vivid imagery, such as describing the oppression of colonies, to paint a stark
picture of the situation, making the case for independence more relatable and urgent to its audience.
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