A DOCUMENT FOR ALL PEOPLE (BEH1)

Today, we all know about Thomas Jefferson. He was one of the first great thinkers of America. As a
writer and statesman, he explored the new ideas about science and government that were taking shape all
around him. Everyone knows that he became president of the United States. And today, most people know
that he wrote the Declaration of Independence. But we rarely think of how the young man felt that afternoon
in his room, as he sat alone with the greatest challenge of his life on his mind.

The Continental Congress gave Thomas Jefferson two weeks to write the Declaration. They wanted him
to say clearly that, from now on, Americans would not obey English law. With this document, the colonies
were declaring themselves independent. Americans would govern themselves.

This in itself was a difficult job, but Thomas set himself an even harder goal. He felt it wasn't enough
simply to declare that America would be free. He wanted to explain the new idea that would guide the new
country - the idea that all people - not only Americas - had the right to freedom.

Thomas had first learned the idea of individual freedom as a student in Williamsburg. He had learned
that there were certain rights that all people had - to live, to be able to make their own choices, to be free to
do as they wished as long as it didn't hurt others. Today we take these ideas for granted, but they were fairly
new in the 1770s. Not everyone believed in them, or even thought much about them. However, Thomas
Jefterson did.

The Declaration should be strong, but it also should be moving and beautiful. Thomas wanted it to be
more than just an official document that would be filed in a book and forgotten. He wanted to write
something people would remember for a long time. And not just Americans - it should be written for all
people around the world.

So he began by saying that what was happening in America could happen anywhere, depending on the
situation. Then he turned to the situation in America, and said that America had to become independent
because the rights of its people were not protected - those basic human rights that all people were entitled to.

Thomas Jefferson believed more strongly than anything else that all people were equal and nobody
should be treated better than anybody else. And there were some rights that could not be taken away. Of
course, every person had the right to be alive. But that was not all. A person also had the right to freedom -
to be free to think and do what he wants, as long as his actions do not damage the freedom of somebody
else. Finally, people had a right to be happy and to do what makes them happy.

There was only one way to protect these basic human rights, Jefferson thought. The government must
get its power from the people, not the other way around. So he declared strongly that the Americans intended
not only to become free of England, but to set up a government so that the people themselves would be in

charge.
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