
They’re ALL Different

• Official text

• Each copy

• Timing of copy

• Who owned it / Who owns it now

• Commonly cited:

– small errors, punctuation, and capitalization

• Today, we’ll focus on Jefferson’s handwritten
“clean copy” to Richard Henry Lee



Thomas Jefferson’s “Clean Copy” to Richard Henry Lee  

 

a Declaration by the Representatives of the UNITED STATES OF AMERICA in General 

Congress assembled. 

 When in the course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the 

political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of 

the earth the separate and equal station to which the laws of nature and of nature’s god entitle 

them a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes 

which compel them to the separation. 

 We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men are created equal; that they are 

endowed by their Creator with inherent and inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, 

and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights, governments are instituted among 

men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed; that whenever any form of 

government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish 

it, and to institute new government, laying it’s foundation on such principles and organizing it’s 

powers in such a form as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness. 

prudence indeed will dictate that governments long established should not be changed for light 

and transient causes. and accordingly all experience hath shewn that mankind are more 

disposed to suffer, which evils are sufferable than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to 

which they are accustomed.     but when a long train of abuses and usurpations, begun at a 

distinguished period & pursuing invariably the same object evinces a design to reduce them 

under absolute despotism, it is their right, it is their duty to throw off such government, & to 

provide new guards for their future security. such has been the patient sufferance of these 

colonies; & such is now the necessity which constrains them to esepringe their former systems of 

government. the history of the present king of Great Britain, is a history of unremitting injuries 

and usurpations, among which appears no solitary fact to contradict the uniform tenor of the 

rest; but all have in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over these state. to 

prove this let facts be submitted to a candid world, for the truth of which we pledge a faith yet 

unsullied by falsehood.  

He has refused his assent to laws the most wholesome and necessary for the public good.  

he has forbidden his governors to pass laws of immediate & pressing importance, unless

 suspended for their operation till his assent should be obtained; and when so

 suspended, he has neglected utterly to attend to them. 

he has refused to pass other laws for the accommodation of large districts of people, unless those

 people would relinquish the right of representation in the legislature; a right inestimable

 to them, & formidable to tyrants only.  



 

How did Jefferson react?  
 
Put yourself in Jefferson’s shoes as you receive edits on your draft of the Declaration of 
Independence. Below are some helpful quotes and things to think about…  
 
Jefferson had almost a quarter of his text cut from the Declaration of Independence. He 
was noted as being highly displeased with the level of editing he received. However, he 
ultimately comprised.  
 
Some, like Josiah Bartlett (NH delegate) rather liked the initial draft Jefferson 
proposed, stating “…I think [it] a pretty good one. I hope it will not be spoiled by 
canvassing in Congress.”  
 
Think of having to compromise on the issue of slavery to appease delegates from the 
South, particularly South Carolina and Georgia.  
 
“You will judge whether it is the better or worse for the Critics” – Jefferson to Richard 
Henry Lee 
 
In reply to Jefferson’s sentiments, Lee stated “I wish sincerely…that the Manuscript had 
not been mangled as it is. It is wonderful, and passing pitiful, that the rage of change 
should be so unhappily applied. However the Thing [sic] is in its nature so good, that no 
Cookery can spoil the Dish for the palates of Freemen.”  
 



Text used by John Dunlap for broadsides  

 

IN CONGRESS, JULY 4, 1776. 

A DECLARATION BY THE REPRESENTATIVES OF THE UNITED STATES OF 

AMERICA, IN GENERAL CONGRESS ASSEMBLED 

 

WHEN in the Course of human Events, it becomes necessary for one People to dissolve 

the Political Bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the 

Powers of the Earth, the separate and equal Station to which the Laws of Nature and of 

Nature’s God entitle them, a decent Respect to the Opinions of Mankind requires that 

they should declare the causes which impel them to the Separation. 

          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—-That to secure these Rights, Governments are 

instituted among Men, deriving their just Powers from the Consent of the Governed, 

that whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these Ends, it is the 

Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its 

Foundation on such Principles, and organizing its Powers in such Form, as to them shall 

seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that 

Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient Causes; and 

accordingly all Experience hath shewn, that Mankind are more disposed to suffer, while 

Evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the Forms to which they are 

accustomed. But when a long Train of Abuses and Usurpations, pursuing invariably the 

same Object, evinces a Design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their 

Right, it is their Duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for 

their future Security. Such has been the patient Sufferance of these Colonies; and such is 

now the Necessity which constrains them to alter their former Systems of Government. 

The History of the present King of Great-Britain is a History of repeated Injuries and 

Usurpations, all having in direct Object the Establishment of an absolute Tyranny over 

these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a candid World. 

          He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the 

public Good. 

          He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and pressing 



Text used by John Dunlap for broadsides  

 

Importance, unless suspended in their Operation till his Assent should be obtained; and 

when so suspended, he has utterly neglected to attend to them.  

          He has refused to pass other Laws for the Accommodation of large Districts of 

People, unless those People would relinquish the Right of Representation in the 

Legislature, a Right inestimable to them, and formidable to Tyrants only. 
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