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An Ever-Evolving Idea: A Semiquincentennial Love Letter to the
American Promise
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Dear United States of America,

On June 24, 1826, ten days before he died, Thomas Jefferson sat at his desk at Monticello
and wrote what would be his last letter. He was eighty-three years old, gravely ill, and
unable to travel to Washington for the fiftieth anniversary celebrations of the Declaration
of Independence. The letter was addressed to Roger C. Weightman, the mayor of
Washington, declining the invitation. It is a short letter. But its final paragraph is one of
the most remarkable things Jefferson ever wrote, which, given what Jefferson wrote, is
saying something.

“May it be to the world,” he wrote of American independence, “what I believe it will be,
(to some parts sooner, to others later, but finally to all,) the signal of arousing men to
burst the chains under which monkish ignorance and superstition had persuaded them
to bind themselves, and to assume the blessings and security of self-government. All
eyes are opened, or opening, to the rights of man.”

He died on July 4th. John Adams died the same day. Adams’s last words, by his family’s
account, were: “Thomas Jefferson survives.” He did not know. He was wrong. And he
was right. Jefferson’s words have survived every challenge put to them. They are still
here. They are still being read. They are still being argued over and fought for and
occasionally died for, in ways Jefferson could not have predicted and would, one likes to
think, have found both humbling and deeply satisfying.

These twenty-five letters have tried to tell one long story — the story of an idea that was
born in a Philadelphia statehouse in the summer of 1776 and has been travelling ever
since. We have visited the man who wrote the Declaration and failed to live by it. We have
walked the Lawn he designed at the university he built, at the foot of his mountain in
Virginia. We have stood outside a bar in Greenwich Village on a June night in 1969, and
in a courtroom in Ohio in 2015. We have watched a teenage girl from County Cork step
off a boat into New York harbour with a ten-dollar gold piece and two younger brothers
and a world ahead of her. We have watched a man be arrested for sitting in a seat on a
bus in Montgomery, Alabama, and refuse to move.

We have seen the documents that built a republic — the Declaration, the Constitution,
the Bill of Rights, the Federalist Papers — and the men who wrote them, who were
brilliant and flawed and contradictory and human, which is perhaps why the documents
have lasted. We have watched women fight, across two centuries and more, to be
recognised by the law as full human beings — from the doctrine of coverture, which once
declared a married woman civilly dead, to the Nineteenth Amendment, to the arguments
still being had today.
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We have read the First Amendment’s extraordinary wager: a nation founded by believers
that refuses, in law, to favor any faith — protecting religion from the state and the state
from religion in the same breath. We have considered what it means to secure liberty
itself — that the rights written in Philadelphia are only as real as the capacity to defend
them, and that the Constitution, with characteristic foresight, fractured even that power
so no single hand could hold it alone. And we have asked, in every letter, what it means
to pursue happiness — not as a vague aspiration but as a legal and moral proposition,
one radical enough in 1776 to change the world and still radical enough in 2026 to be
worth defending. Madison wrote in Federalist No. 51 that “if men were angels, no
government would be necessary.” They were not angels. Neither are we. And yet here
we are, still trying, which was always the point.

What strikes me, having written these letters as a European lawyer who spent time
studying in Charlottesville — at Jefferson’s university, on Jefferson’s Lawn, in the
shadow of his mountain — is how much the American story is not only an American story.
The principles at its heart are not American inventions. Montesquieu was French. Locke
was English. The Enlightenment was a European project. What America did was take
those principles seriously enough to build a country around them, to write them down
and sign their names to the document, and then — imperfectly, contentiously, generation
after generation — to keep trying to live up to what they had written. That is the
extraordinary thing. Not that they got it right. They often did not. But that they kept
returning to the document, kept asking whether they were living up to it, kept allowing
the argument to go on. The argument is the country. The country is the argument.

The world in 2026 is not, by any honest measure, a world that makes this easy. The
institutions that the postwar generation built — the ones grounded in the American
conviction that a rules-based international order was possible, that human rights were
not merely a Western preference but a universal aspiration — are under pressure in ways
that would have been difficult to imagine a generation ago. The principles that seemed,
after 1945 and again after 1989, to be on an unstoppable march forward have turned out
to be more fragile than many people thought. The arguments about what democracy
means, what rights are owed to whom, whether the great experiment in self-government
can hold, are not settled. They may never be settled.

Washington knew this. Jefferson knew this. Madison — who wrote the Constitution and
then watched it almost immediately tested by the passions and factions he had warned
about — knew this better than anyone. They did not build a system they believed would
run itself. They built a system they believed was worth fighting for, in every generation,
by ordinary people willing to do the work. That was the bet. That was always the bet.

I write these letters as “love” letters, because that is what they are. Not a love letter to a
perfect country — there is no such thing, and pretending otherwise would be a disservice
to every person who ever had to fight to be included in the promise. But a love letter to
an idea — the idea that human beings are capable of governing themselves, that reason
can prevail over superstition, that the rights of the individual are not gifts from the
powerful but belong to every person by virtue of being human. These are not comfortable
ideas. They have never been safe. Every generation discovers, freshly, how much effort it
takes to defend them — not just from the outside, but from within, from the temptation
to decide that the principles apply to us but perhaps not to them, to this group but
perhaps not to that one.

Frederick Douglass understood this. Rosa Parks understood this. James Obergefell
understood this. Annie Moore, stepping off a boat in January 1892 with nothing but two
brothers and a gold coin, understood something like it without perhaps having words for
it.
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They were all, in their different ways, doing what Jefferson asked when he wrote his last
letter from Monticello: holding to the belief that all eyes are opened, or opening, to the
rights of man. That the direction of travel, however slow and painful and contested, is
toward more freedom and more dignity, not less. That the document written in
Philadelphia in 1776 was not a description of the world as it was, but a promise about the
world as it could be — and that the promise is still worth keeping.

Two hundred and fifty years. In the sweep of human history, it is not very long. Long
enough, though, to have produced something extraordinary — a country that has
survived its own contradictions, renewed itself after catastrophe, and continued,
imperfectly and stubbornly, to insist that the experiment is worth trying. I have been
privileged to study its laws, to walk its campuses, to read its documents in the original,
and to watch, from Vienna, the ongoing argument about what it means and what it owes.
I have not always agreed with its choices. I have never stopped believing in its promise.

Dear United States of America: you were built on a set of principles that belong to all of
humanity. The day we stop believing that human beings are capable of living up to them
— that justice is worth pursuing, that dignity is worth defending, that the light of reason
is worth holding up against the darkness — is the day the real loss occurs. That day has
not come. The pursuit continues.

Yours, with great admiration and transatlantic devotion,

Franz J. Heidinger
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