
Thomas Jefferson: A Life in Brief* 

Thomas Jefferson, the author of the Declaration of Independence, spent his childhood roaming 
the woods and studying his books on a remote plantation in the Virginia Piedmont. Thanks to the 
prosperity of his father, Jefferson had an excellent education. After years in boarding school, 
where he excelled in classical languages, Jefferson enrolled in William and Mary College in his 
home state of Virginia, taking classes in science, mathematics, rhetoric, philosophy, and 
literature. He also studied law, and by the time he was admitted to the Virginia bar in April 1767, 
many considered him to have one of the nation's best legal minds. 

Shaping America's Political Philosophy 

Jefferson was shy in person, but his pen proved to be a mighty weapon. His pamphlet entitled "A 
Summary View of the Rights of British America," written in 1774, articulated the colonial 
position for independence and foreshadowed many of the ideas in the Declaration of 
Independence, the work for which he is most famous. By 1774, Jefferson was actively involved 
in organizing opposition to British rule, and in 1776, he was appointed to the Second Continental 
Congress. As a powerful prose stylist and an influential Virginia representative, Jefferson was 
chosen to write the Declaration of Independence. This document is a brilliant assertion of 
fundamental human rights and also serves as America's most succinct statement of its philosophy 
of government. 

Before becoming the nation's third President, Jefferson served as delegate to the Virginia House 
of Delegates, where he drafted legislation that abolished primogeniture, the law that made the 
eldest son the sole inheritor of his father's property. He also promoted religious freedom, helping 
to establish the country's separation between church and state, and he advocated free public 
education, an idea considered radical by his contemporaries. 

During the Revolution, Jefferson served two years as governor of Virginia, during which time he 
barely escaped capture by British forces by fleeing from Monticello, his home. He was later 
charged with being a coward for not confronting the enemy. After the war, Jefferson served as 
America's minister to France, where he witnessed firsthand the dramatic events leading up to the 
French Revolution. 

While abroad, Jefferson corresponded with members of the Constitutional Convention, 
particularly his close associate from Virginia, James Madison. He agreed to support the 
Constitution and the strong federal government it created. Jefferson's support, however, hinged 
upon the condition that Madison add a Bill of Rights to the document in the form of ten 
amendments. The rights that Jefferson insisted upon—among them were freedom of speech, 
assembly, and practice of religion—have become fundamental to and synonymous with 
American life ever since. 

Presidential Politics 

Jefferson served as secretary of state under Washington, but quarrels with Secretary of Treasury 
Alexander Hamilton over his vision of a centralized national bank caused Jefferson to resign his 



post in 1793. In the election of 1796, Jefferson was the favorite of Democratic-Republican 
opponents of the Washington administration. He came in second to Federalist John Adams in 
electoral college votes and became Adams's vice president. 

Domestic Affairs 

In Thomas Jefferson's mind, the first order of business for him as President was the 
establishment of a "wise and frugal Government, which shall restrain men from injuring one 
another" but which would otherwise leave them alone to regulate their own affairs. He wanted a 
government that would respect the authority of individual states, operate with a smaller 
bureaucracy, and cut its debts. Jefferson also felt that the country should eliminate Hamilton's 
standing army by relying on a "disciplined militia" for national defense against invasion. Most 
importantly, he believed that good government would promote "the encouragement of 
agriculture." Commerce, in his mind, should be the "handmaiden" of agriculture rather than its 
driving force. 

*Source: Taken from the Miller Center at the University of Virginia @ 
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