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This study in the history of ideas examines Thomas Jefferson's
idea of virtue in light of his concern with founding a republic in
America. In the context of Enlightenwment thought, this easay also
exanines Jefferson's belief that virtue, as a part of man's moral Q
instinct, is the basis of a natural ethic in society.

Jefferaon's political carcer was dedicated to the principle
that the people should ba the final source of authority in government.
He belimved that because of man's inherent social inclinations, people
are no‘n happy interacting with and ministering to the needs of others.
The practice of virtue kept a populace performing its duties to one
another and to governmant; vigilant watch over government by a people
who knew their rights and were jealous of their freedom would keep
the republic sound.

The fragile nature of virtue has always bheen a source of concern
of republics. The assay studies Jefferson's fear of the corruption
of virtue in government and in the manners of the people. It also
considers the role of passion and reason in his thought. Jefferson
sought to found a democratic republic on a basis of independent
yeoman farmers. In a discussion of the characteristics of a rural
cltizenry, I explore what Jgtfci"on believed was the guarantee of
virtue, freedom and indeperdence in America.

In the last chapter I discuss the rejection of virtue and the
American republic in constitutional thought. The Federalists devised
& government of checks and balances in which virtue was not necessary.
In contrast to the Federalists, Jgfhuo\ bslieved that virtue ia
a concern of government, as it iz of socisty. The essay ends with
a consideration of the moral qualities Jefferson belisved were neceasary

to preserve freedom. 4




Cette Gtude, dana le cadre de l'histoire des grands courants de
ponscte, examine la conception qu'avait Thomas Jefferson de la vertu, dans
84 recherche dao fondements pour une republique en An‘ﬂquc. Compte=tenu
du aidécle des lumieres dans lequel il vivait, cet essai porte auasi un
regard sur la conviction qu'il avait que la vertu, en tant que conatituante
d'une morale instinctive de 1'homme, est la base d'une dthique naturelle
dans la societe. )

La carriere politique de Jefferson fut toute entieére axee sur le
principe qQue le peuple devrait etre la source ultime d'autorité dans le
gouvernement. Il croyait qu'a cause de la nature fondamentalement sociale
des hommes, ces derniers n'étaient heureux que lorsqu'ils pouvaient
8'aider mutusllement et s'assister dans leurs hesocins. Ia pratique
de la vertu incite les individus d'une societ{ i remplir leurs devoirs
les uns envers les autres, et envers le gouvernekent; une surveillance
vigilante exerche sur le gouvernement pas une population consciente de
ses droita et jalouse de sa libertd aiderait d conserver la république

en santd. )

1

1A nature fragile de la vertu a toujours &t ume source de soucis
pour les ﬁp“bnqun. Cet ‘etude examine la crainte qu'inapirait d
Jefferson la corruption de la vertu en milieu gouvernemental et au
niveau des mosurs du peuple; elle §tudie de wime le rle qu'ont joub
l:l‘nion et la raison tout au long de sa réflexion. Jefferson cherchait
& ftablir une république democratique dont la base serait une population
de fermiers-propristaires indipendants. Par la oritique des caracté-
ristiques d'une sociat{ rurale, j'explore ce que Jefferasocn croyait Stre
1a garantie de la vertu, de la 1iberts et de 1'indlpendence eon An;r.'lquo.

Ia rejet de la vertu et la Ripublique amaricaime, abord€s sous
leur aspect constitutionnsl, forme le sujet du deraler chapitre. lLes
Fédéralistes concevaient un/ gouvernement de contrles formela et de
verifications, au sein dyquel la vertu n'Gtait pas mécessaire. En ,
opposition aux Nd‘nunz:.. Jefferson croyait qus la vertu est l'affaire
tout autant du gouvernewent que de la socifte. Ost essal se termine par
1'examen des quiditls worales que Jefferson jugeait nfcessaires d la
conservation de la libertt.
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ANTROOUCTION . -

Thomas Jefferson left instructions that the folloving
epitaph be inscribed on hia tombatone: " ‘Nere was buried Thomas
Jefferson, Author of the Declaration of Independence, of the Statute
of Virginia for religious freedom, amd Father of the Uniwral’ty of
Virginia,' because by these, as testimonials that I have lived, I
wish most to be m.*l These three accomplishmeénts highlight
the vision that guided Jefferson's life and work. He aimed to liberate
"the hpﬂm«l intellect™ of man through out the world:z he sought
th a government that would be responsible to the members of
society, would protect their rights, and would guarantee individual
liberty. In the colonies, where the people had the unique opportunity
of making their own election of government, Jefferson worked to help
establish a demcoratic republic. This easay examines Jefferson's
1des of virtue as a vital element of that republic in America.

|
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Born on April 13, 174), Jefferson spent his first seventeen years
on his famiky's plantationa in Virginia. Born into wealth, Jefferson
was i;rovldod with complete classical training; in later life, Jefferson
traced his love of languages and learning to the excellence of his
early education. Ne left home in 1760 to attend William and Nary College
in the colonial capital of virginia, Williamsburg. Graduating in 1762,
he apent the next five years studying law under QOeorge Wythe, the foremoat
legal mind in vu;mu.'
IM\ interested observer for many years of the Virginia legislature,
Jefferson began his political career when he was thirty. As a wmember of

the Virginia Rouse of Burgesaes, in 1774 he wrote A Summary View of the

&

Rights of British America, a tract of natural rights and limited

privileges. In 1775, Jefferson went to Philadelphia as a Virginia
dol;qato to the Second Continental Congress. Working in committee with
Denjamin Franklin and John Adams, he emerged the author of the
Declaration of Independence. After serving several years in the Virginia
House of Delegates, where he attempted to reform the laws of Virginia,
and two terms as Governor of Virginia, Jefferson was appointéd Niniater
Plenipotentiary of the U.S. to the Court of France in 1784. When he
returned in October of 1789, via England, it was with a stare of knowledge
of international cowmerce and relations among countries, and with first
hand experience of the probleds in France that led to the French Rewvolution.
The Constitution had been hdopted in his absence. Jefferson
approved it, but he had reservations about the initial lack of a limit
onthon\.botofumurkudmtmldum. and the abaence of a
Bill of Rights. President Washington asked Jefferson to be his Secretary
|

r
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of Jtate, & post Jufferson kept uatil 1703, Alemander Nemilton
becape Washington's Secretary of the Treasury. Political disagreements
and difterences of philosophy between Jefferson and Namilton led to
the formation of a group around Jefferson and Madison who called them-
selves “democratic npubli&cm.“ Encouraged —by his wppo!\nu.
Jefferson ran against John AMams for President in 1797; he trailed
Mams by thrae votes in the electoral college and served as {un
President. Jefferson became President in 1801, defeating Aaron Burr.®

/ After two Presidential terms he returned in 1809 to Monticello
and private life. Re apent an active r.ourmnt. reauwning his extenaive
reading and correspondence, the omng!mq of his eatates, and his many
projecta in gardening, science, and architecture. In 1812 he renewed
his oorn'apondcnco with John Adams, from whom he had broken over Adams'
Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798. During this period Jefferson also
founded the University of Virginia, the first American university to
be free of official church eonmcuon.‘ He wrote to friends of his
interest in helping the apread of knowledge through socisty; knowledge,
he had alvays believed, was necessary for independent government,
freesdom, and happiness. Jefferson died on July 4, 1826, on the fiftieth
anniversary of American Independence, within a few hours of John
Mans' death. Ten days before that Fourth of July, Jefferson wrote

of the anniversary:




May it dDe to the world, what I believe it will be

(to acwe .parts soconer, to others later, but finally to all), \

the signal of arousing men to burat the chaina under which

monkish ignorance and superstition had persuaded them to

bind themselves, and to assume the bleasings and security
~of self-government. That form which we have substituted,

restores the free right to the unbounded exercise of reason

and freedom of opinion. All eyes are opened, or opening,

. to the rights of man. The general apread of the light of
science has already laid open to every view the palpable
truth, that the mass of mankind has not been born with
saddles on their backa, nor a favored few booted and apurred,
ready to ride them legitimately, by the grace of God. These
are grounds for hope for othera. For ouraslves, lest the
annuAl return of this day forever refresh our neouneglom
of these rights, and an undiminished devotion to them.

In this essay in the history of ideas, I study the idea of
virtue in Jefferson's writings. As oXe of the wost poutgloany
active of the Founding Fathers, his role as legislator, Ivtmr.
Miniaster, and President, and his execution and delegatidnh of -
official power, are all of interest. However, this essay looks
behind Jefferson's political genius to the concern for the freedom and
I.Mm@om of socliety that shaped his thouqht’ and his political
caresr. He sought to found a democratic republic in Americe—that—would
engure good government and the freesdom of the mh?; wvirtue is one of

/

the minstays of his republican vision.

In sowe senss, this is a atwdy of ac}t‘nﬁn as he vished wmost
to b ressabared: author of American Independence, advocate of religious
fresdom and universal education. Thia sssay looks at Jefferson the -

political theorist, rather than at Jefferson the political acto:a it .
sxamines Jefferson the philosophe rather than Jefferson the legislator.
And yet, as one absorbed in the day to day construction of life*in
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the onies and in the United States, he had no tiwe or x:nnd \

for pnxio philosophy. By his own admismion, he distrusted abatract and
‘useless' knowledge. Concerned with the pressing needs of the colonies
and the American frontier, Jefferson was most interested in practical
knowledge. Ne was not a builder of philosophical ayatems. This
orientation of Jefferson leads to no‘n problems in his theoretical
formulations. His notions of socisty, of mature, and of the make-up

of the American republic are sometimes inconsistent or incomplete.

\
N

But ‘this is not an essay in analytic theory; had Jefferson been a =
philosopher, he would have given more care to philosophical terminology

and conceptualizations. Ne did not devote his life to philosophy,

although in many ways he did devote it to the pursuit of knowledge.

The beat source of /uon about Thomas Jefferson is his

apondence. In letters over the years to scores of
others involved in colonial affairs, and to leading personalities in
all fields in the colonies and in Europe, he discussed advances in

knowledge and the recognition of human right, as well aa developments Q
in education, wedicine, religion, and literature. In his letters he 1
waged his political battles and set out the principles of the Jeffersonian
republican party. HNis intellectual curicsity and his energy never waned,
in trl:ndahm that sometimes spanned seventy years, he exchanged views "
with De. William Small, The Count de Vergennes, John Jay, James NMadison, .
General Washington, The Narquis de Lafayette, John ard Ablqu% Adans, @!
Eli Whitney, Dr. Jobeph Priestley, Semuel Adems, Dr. Benjamin Rush,
Mobart R. Liviangaton, and Albert Gallatin, to nawme only T few.
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Records of the correspondonca are surprisingly complete,* because
from middle age Jefforson kept a file in which he ontered letters he
received and a hand-copied duplicate of his own response. The beat
source of Jaffcerson's correspondence, and of all his papers, public

el

and private, is Julian Boyd's current 1B volume edition, The Papers of

Thomas Jcfferson (1951 to prosent; 52 volumes projected). The quality,

quantity, and varicty of Boyd's edition is superior to the two other

major editions of Jefferson's papers: Paul L. Ford's The Writings of

Thomas Jefferson (10 volumes, New York, 1892-99); and Andrew A.

Lipscomb's and Albert E. Bergh's The Writings of Thomas Jefferson

(20 volumes, Washington, D.C., 1903), These editions are used because

Boyd's work is incomplete. The Lipscomb and Bergh edition is the

basis of Adrienne Koch's and William Peden's edited The Life and Selected

Writings of Thomas Jefferson, puplished in 1944, from which I take

Jefferson's only book, the Notes on Virginia.

Jefferson's correspondence and official papers are extensive; has
literary works are few. He kept a number of notebooks, in which he re-
corded details of his gardening, his scientific experiments, and his
plantation affairs; he also copied many passages from classical and

contemporary books. Jefferson's book, the Notes on the State of Virginia,

wag written in 1781 during a period of enforced inactivity, while he was
recovering from a riding accident. It took shape around a series of ques-
tions about America put to Jefferson by the Marquis de Barbé-Marbois,

then Secretary of the French lLegatien in Philadelphia. The book was

a political document, explaining republican government and life; it was

A . . Wk s M s M s
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also an influential scientific'work of the time. In it Jefferson
recorded many of his obscrvations of natural life in America, and

he delved into new fields such as archaeology and scientific geography.
Jefferson's personal library, one of the finest in th? colonies,

was sold to Congress in 1814 to replace the original Library of

Congress, which had been destroyed by fire.
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1. Adrienne Koch and William Peden, eds, The Life and Selected Writings

of Thomas Jcefferson, (New York, 1521), facing page: a
reproduction of sheet of directions and drawing for his
tombstone in Jefferson's handwriting.

/

2. Brodic, Fawn M., Thomas Jefferson, An Intimate History, (New York,
1974), 15.

3. Peden and Koch, oE.cit.. xxxiv.
4. 1Ibiad., xli.
5. 1Ibid., Jefferson to Roger C. Weightman, Chairman of a proposed

Independence Day celebration in Washington, June 27, 1826,
729.
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CHAPTER ONE: VIRTUE AND REPUBLICS

kaefferson's political object, as he wrote in a letter*of 1802,
was to prove that Americans were ready for "a government founded not
on the fears and follies of man, but in his reason; on the pre-
dominance of his social over his dissocial passions.'l He thought
the time had come for men to assume the "blessings and\security' of
self-government. What Jefferson sought, and the issue that best ties
together the bulk of his Congressional and Presidential papers, his
public addresses, and his correspondence, was the establishment of a
democratic republic in America that would survive.

The republic has always been the ideal of government, but history
has shown that republics are fragile polities, "quickly degenerating
into anarchy and tyranny; it was impossible, some said, to recollect a
single instance of a nation who supported this form of government for any
length of time or with any degree of qreatness.'2 In the eighteenth )
century weaestern world there were, traaitionally and theoretically, three
elements of government: the crown, the aristocracy, and the democracy.
Although circumstances in America were historically unique and eclipsed

many traditional concerns, these were the categories with which early
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American thinkers dealt. A republic could be aristocratic or
democratic, according as it was ruled by only a part of the citizenry
or by all.

Each element of government has its own "fundamental principle
or spirit."” As honour is the moving force of monarchy, virtue is
the moving force of democracies. For a democratic republic, virtue
in society is essential, because the care of the republic rests with
the people, who must watch over their representatives. If the populace
ig not virtuous, conscious of the public duties and desirous of the
freedom that a properly constituted republic offéers, the republic will
fall. Government will run unchecked, and representatives will become
corrupt with powsr and wealth taken at the expense of the common good.

‘- Bernard Bailyn, in Ideological Origins of the American Revolution,

writes that the opinion of colonial times was that "democratical®

governments have only rarely succeeded:

...for the mass of the people have only rarely had

the power of self-denial, the disdain of riches, of
luwxury, and of dominance over others necessary to
sustain such governments. They have survived only

in small countries 'so sterile by nature' that men, .
of necessity equally poor, had no temptation to seek

and use power in defense of their interests. The promise
of life in America argusd against the stability of
denocratic governments.

Where were there examples of modern republics? Where did one
find the necessary austerity, uncontaminated virtue, and love of
freedom to support a democratically governed people? The English

ware a happy instance; throughout the convulsions of seventeenth

i
i
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century England and eighteenth century America, the widespread opinion
wvas that "the ordinary people of England...were descended from simplo,

sturdy Saxons who had known liberty in the very childhood of the race

and who, thrOuyh the centuries, had retained the desire to preserve it..."

The Swiss came to mind, who were a “rustic people locked in mountain
sanctuaries.” The Dutch had overthrown the despotic rule of Spain;
"they...were industrious people of stubborn, Calviniat virtue, and
they were led by an alert aristocracy." Denmark had once been governed

by a constitution, but as Nolesworth's An Account of Denmark (1694)

pointed out, the "preservation of liberty....in the last analysis rested
on the vigilance and moral stamina of the people™ and vigilance was
found lacking in the Danes. Because of their corrupted nobility and
by their own allowance, Denmark was how a tyranny.‘

In 1816 Jefferson wrote to John Taylor, author of An Inquiry

into the Principles and Policy of the Government of the United States,

"Indeed, it must be acknowledged, that the term republic is of very
vague application in every language."” The classic republic requires
small territory, direct democracy, and a well-educated citizenry.

But some generalizations are possible: Jefferson, who was firm in the
conviction “that government was good in the measure that it remained
clogse to the people.‘s wrote to Taylor, "On this view af the import

of the term republic, instead of saying, as has been said, ‘'that it
may mean anything or nothing,' we may say with-truth and meaning,

that governments are more or laess republican, as they have more or

11
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iou of the olmnt‘ of popular election and control in their composition.®
The moasure of America‘s ‘republicanism® would be the degree of control
of the po;plc over the organs of their government.

By 'democratic republic' Jefferson meant government whose final
authority rested with the people; he did not mean majority rule.
Government would be judged by the “element of popular election and
controcl.”™ As Bernard Crick suggests, "To call governments ‘democratic’

iz always...misleading: we may want the dont_i,cntic element in government

&

to grow greater, but it is still only an element while it is government
at an."7

In the eighteenth century ‘'democracy' was a pejorative term.
" It had little of our modern assumption of the suyperiority of 'democratic'
qovarlment. racies were the weakest form of government; they
implied rule by mob, or by the commons, the lowest order of society.
Bquality was as dangerous a tenet. In the colonies and in England,
there was a(concttn "ultimately derived from classical antiquity -
from Aristotelian, Polybian, Nachiavellian, and seventeenth century
English scurces™ - for the necessary of a balance of the three powers
(crown, nobility, and commons) for sound government. There was fear that
without the restraints of a monarch and a well-established, independent
aristocracy, control by all would deteriorate into rule by the mob with
but little provocation. Government in America was never a simple matter
of control by all, but political thinkers wondered, apart from such
traditional concerns of republics as size, that if Awmarica 4id not

follow the traditional and seventeenth century English examples, “what

12 ;
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would become of the liberty preserving balance? What alements would
there be to be balanced?"8

Jefferson did not agree about the need for a monarch. He did
agres about the need for rulers; 1;1 drawing up the Virginia constitution
he was for "anything rather than a mere creation by and dependence on
the poc:q::lo."9 The electors were not to rule; thay 4id not have the time,
the knowledge, the experience, or sufficient disinterest to conduct the
atfairs of qowfnmnt. Jefferson beliaved there was a natural aristocracy,
;ntendod to rule and inherant in sociaty. In a letter to John Adams,

he wrote:

The natural aristocracy I consider as the most precious
gift of nature, for the instruction, the trusts, and
government, of society. And indeed, it would have been
.incongsistant in creation to have formed man for the social
state, and not to have provided virtue and wisdom enough
to managa the concerns of aociety.lo

Jefferson stated that "the grounds of this (natural aristocracy)
are virtue and ulom:.“n It is composed of men who nature and cir-
cumstances have made caquh of handling the affairs of society
by providing them with education, refinement, culture, and leisu;e to
reflect. There is upward mobility in Jefferson‘'s conception of society's
natural governors. He believed that people from all walks of life who
are squipped with an education‘ are often fit to move into the ranks
of the natural aristocracy.

\

The natural aristocracy is compared borthc artificial aristocracy,
*a mischievous ingredient in qouxmnt.‘u thnt until the pressnt
time had :ulu_lli.n all areas of the world.

' . \ .
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4
There is also an artificial aristocracy, founded
on wealth and birth, without either virtue or
talents....But even in Europe a change has sensibly
taken place in the mind of man. Science had liberated
the ideas of those who read and reflect, and the
Awerican example had kindled feelings of right in
the people. An insurrection has consequently begun,
of science, talents, and courage, against rank and
birth, which have fallen into contempt. 13

Government, in Jefferson's view, was to be made more democratic.
It was not to be made o 'democratical' that there were no restraints,
no balance of powers, but only confusion. All the people were not
automatically to be given the responsibility of choosing society's
governors. To moderns, democracy wmeans universal suffrage: it is
the extraordinary case when a person is denied rights of citizenship.
In and bafore the esightesnth century, citizenship was based on property
or titll;. Jefferson intended to broaden the base of citizenship in
the republic; the real meaning of equality in the colonies was that
a much large number of people were to becoma equal as citizens., However,
it was equally important for the republic's survival in America that
thers were few extremes of wealth and poverty. That 'equality of
opportunity' and relative equality Sf estate were also ‘democratical’
elements of eighteenth cu'ntury America. For Jefferson, the ideal base.
of republican government was the 'rule' of small property owners,
especially the rural population of hmrL. The fullest possible
participation of a stable, free, and independent populace was the
democratic slement in go at Jefferson sought.
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The Democrati¢ Republic in America i

In pn-nvlutpmry and revolutionary America, the terms
‘democracy' and 'rop\l':lic' were often used synonywmously, with a mixed
response of “enthusiasm and forsboding." There were notable rxepublics
of the past; for many a republic weant the triumph of virtue and
reason. But, dewocracy was alsc associated by many "with the threat

of civil disorder and the sarly assumption of power by a dictator.“u

Distrust of democracy was widespread in the colonies. To
conservative New Englanders and others, Jefferson's election as
President in 1801 was a triumph of democracy, which to them meant
terror and atheism. "“The principles of democracy are everywhare what
they have beén in France,” wrote Figher Ames. "Qur country is too big
for union, too sordid for patriotism, too democratic for ub.rty.“ls
Some believed that Jefferson in office meant America might become a
French satellite, and the country suffer the chacs and violence of
France after her Revolution. Clergymen told their parishioners that
a vote for Jefferson was a vote against Christianity, and that if he
won they had better hide their Bibles in their wells.!®

A democratic republic was not agreed upon by all the American
founders as the best course for the colonies to take. There wero
‘ two main inflyuences on colonial political thought. Representatives
of "enlightened conservatism”, such as Alexander Hamilton and John
AMans, were political thinkers of the English group. They were in
favour of the theory of the Laviathan State. They believed in the

need for centralization, a federated British empire, and the foolismhness

e et AP, 3. TR AL



of the French doctrines of equality and frntcrnity.n Franklin wrote
that there wers two motives that drove men: power and greed. Not
surprisingly, he was convinced of the essential weakness of democracy.
Jefferson, whose philosophy is one of the res publica and decentralima-

18 in his "Biographical Sketches of Famous Nen" characterized

tion,

Washington as one who "had not a firm confidence in the durability of

our governmant. He was naturally distrustful of men, and inclined to

gloomy upprehonsions."lg In fact, as Claude Bowers remarks of the

fo. Idlnq problems of America - its newnass, the widespread distrust

of popular government, the illiteracy of the times, the perhaps

sxaggerated notiox;:s of freedom that prevailed - it is often “easier

to understand Hamiltonian distrust of democracy than to comprehend the

faith of Jefferson - a faith of tremendous significance in hiltory.‘m
Vernon Parrington wrote, "In the major doctrines of his political

philosophy, Jefferson was an amalgam of English and French liberalisms,

supplemented by the conscious influence of the Awerican fmntier.‘n

Jefferson, the “Agrarian dmcut“,n was sympathetic to the Enlightenment

"rationalism of liberal m!fox:'n"23 and, in general, to the French

philosophies of the age. He and the "republican pamphleteer™ Tom

Paine were first hand observors of the events that led to the Revolution

of 1789. While Ninister to the Court of France from 1784 to 1789, Jeffer-

son was an intimate of Lafayetts and other leading members of the

”wy . ¢




In the concern for freedom and right, and the building
of a new governmant, the traditional problems of republican government
O were treated seriously by the early theorists of the colonies; they
did not set out upon their course without precedents. Ih Rurope and )
America it was an age of classical revival, and the classics "provided é\
no inconsiderable part of the political vocabulary of the age."

r
Pamphlets were signed by "Narcellus® and "Titus Nanlius"; letters

abounded with appu.ls' to the moral wisdom of Narcus Aurelius and

Epictetus and Lucretius. Jefferson was praised for his "Roman lovp

of country”; Burr was attacked as a Catilinarian chanctcr."u The »
Enlightenment began and developed with the aim df "restitution to the

whole (restitutio in integrum)" by which reason and humanity were to

be “reingtalled in their ancient riqhts.'zs

However, despite their influence, the classical models were not
sufficient. Although "with the exception of Paine (and poszibly Ritten-
houge) the Jctf.mnigns had gone to school to the ancients" there
exigsted a certain pragmatic skepticism and doubt about the applicability
of ancient wisdom to the reality of colonial 11&.26 Confronted with the
task of creating a republican government that would survive, founding
thought (especially Coastitutional thought) “tended to draw away from the
effort to refine further the ancient,’ traditional systems and to move \

! tovard a fresh, direct 'ooﬁnhonsion of political mlity."n Rasponsive
to the heritage of antiquity, as well as Nedieval, seventeenth century

® '

English,. Puritan, and diverse contemporary sources, “the actual problems

o . . l’ * 1‘
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of government the American faced were...s0 ﬁrqcnt, %0 nev, and %0
comprejgpnsive that attention was beginning to concentrate on the visible
and real rather than on the traditional and theo“tical.““ .

This study of tgo idea of virtue in Jefferson's writings will exnd.;u

Jefferson's attampt to affect a M'—m"ﬁﬁ‘ founding of a demo-

cratic republic in America. Although the idea of the Awmerican republic

" remains, in Constitutional debates the republic was rejected by the

Federalists as a realistic or even desirable qoal.n In Jefferson's

own lifetime, the republic was dismantled and replaced by a different
notion of government and civic participation. We tha}l consider this
rejection of the republic later in the essay, and the suggestive rejection
of virtue as well.

Jefferson's interest to us lies in his synthesis of the many
intellectual, cultural, and political influences of the late eighteenth
century world with what he believed were the possibilities of liberty
and a republic in America. Although he was an intellectual and an
idealist (Bailyn characterizes thé American revolutionary and pre-
revolutionary spirit on the whole as one of "pragmatic idnlis-"”) '
Jefferson held to the facts of A-oricm experience as he saw thea. The
fears of corruption in government and the tendencies of power lto axcead
naturel boundaries that we shall soon discuss were fears of Jctf.tsori‘&‘
generation in America, but they were also fi;tl of generations of
Englishmen before Joffcroon'ls time. Opposition thought in England |
in the o;;ly eighteenth century gave Jefferson and other American

founders a wealth of published work (e.g., popular newspaper accounts,

v
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pamphlets) on the dangers of the subversion of the free English
hu‘iuqe.m The Glorious Revolution was a blow to centralized state
authority. Through much of the seventeenth, as well as the elghtesnth
century, one finds personalities and movements both in and outside
government appalled at the extent of corruption in government. Jeffer-
son's theory of the ri:ght of revolution of citizens if thcir‘ government
fails to parform its duties has precedents in English and Puritan
digsenting thought. The Guestions tha_’;lny will address are: What

is significant about Jefferson and, to understand him fully, his age,
in relation to these issues? He envisioned an American republic, and
in so doing, he envisioned a virtuous American society. What was the

basis of his vision? What is the character of virtue, what does it

nean to Jefferson, and what role, or roles, does it play?

A discussion of virtue is an mrci\n in philosophy. It raises
the question of the purpose of virtue in husan life. Our interest in
virtue in this essay is far from one of wmoralizing politics, though
we shall speak extensively of corruvption. In a democratic republic,
virtue is nocnnryf for liberty; when Jefferson speaks well of the
masses, it was of their abilities as the "best bloodhounds against ?
tynnts."n To Jeffarson, the most important fact about virtue is its
social character. He comments to John Adama, "The essence t;f virtue is -
in doing good to others.”>* We mhall find that the social mature of

virtue plays an important part in society as a natural ethic.
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In this, virtue is necessary in another sensc: it is a way of living
among others. And, lastly, the revolutionary evidence in the
Declaration of Independence: virtue is necessary for happiness.
“and 1f the Wise be the happy man..." Jefferson wrote, "he must be
virtuous too; for, without vartue happiness cannot be."32

In the eighteenth century man, in Condorcet's words, though he
wi1ll never be perfect, is now advancing along "the path of truth, virtue,
and happiness”, and 1t 1s a consoling thought for the philosopher and
the partxcxp?nt of the Enlightenment to contemplate his or her efforts
to assist "the progress of reason and the defense of liberty."33 The
eyes of the world were turned uypon America, and her effort to establash
"the only form of government which is not eternally at open or secret war
with the rights of mankind." Jefferson wrote to William Hunter, Esquire,
the Mayor of Aléxand:ia, in 1790, "It 1s indeed an animating thought,
that while we are securing the rights of ourselves and our posteraty,
we are pointing out the way to struggling nations, who wish like us to

emerge from their tyrannies also."
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CHAPTER TWO: VIRTUE AND REASON

Enlightenment Rationalism

The clear rationality of the Enlightenment sprang from the
sense of "intoxication and power™ with which it sought to "banish the
darkness of the Middle Ages."1 While D'Alembert called the eighteenth °
century "the philosophical century", it could with equal justification
be called "the century of natural science", as in fact it did often
call it:self.2 The laws of Nature and of “Nature's god"3 came under
unprecedented scrutiny. Partly the result of a new view of the
universe from the science of Galileo, Kepler, and Newton, partly
because of the empirical philosophies of Locke, Hume,4 and the physicists
of the day, the “whole eighteenth century" was permeated by the convic-
tion that "in the history of humanity the time had now arrived to
deprive nature of its carefully guarded secret, to leave it no longer
in the dark to be marveled at as an incomprehensible mystery but to

bring it under the bright light of reason and analyze it with all its
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fundamental forces."s

Much Enlightenment thought was characterized by great "faith in,
and reliance on, man's capacity to study himself, his institutions, his
history and his social relationships through his intellectual capacities
working on the observable."” Aware of ignorance, the eighteenth century
philosopher was not daunted by it.6 He philosophized in order to
illumine human existence, but he saw this illumination "as a tiny
and flickering light set against the encompassing darkness of the
forces of night."7 The eighteenth century political theorist sought
to throw off the"heavy crust of custom™ and "to create by the unfettered
power of reason a framework of institutions superior to the accidental
inheritance of the past. ~8 Reason would weaken mondrchy and archaic
government in Europe; Burke, for one, recognized the threat of
empiricism to his traditions.9

wWhile covenant theologians continued "to ?\m the ultimate
inability of man to improve his condition by d own powers",10
Jefferson, who believed that for centuries the world had labored
under the yoke of ignorance and superstition, wrote confidently,
"Reason and experiment have been indulged, and error has fled before
than."n Thinkers of the Enlightemment championed natural law, and
fought with courage and conviction for the recognition of natural
rights. Science was engaged in the "search for causation to the
observable world™; Montesquieu proposed seek laws in history as
Newton had sought them in space.12 Methodology assumed a new importance

in this search for causation, for it was necessary to trace to the

-
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origins of a thi;ng, understand it, and rebuild it according to its
laws.

The confidence with which the Enlightenment proceeded was based
on the progress of knowledge. Jefferson lamented the fact that most
people "do not generally possess information enough to perceive
important truths, that knoledge is power, that knoledge is safety,
and that knoledge is happiness."l3 Knowledge is power against
oppression and tyranny, safety against ignorance, and happiness
in the pleasure and betterment of mankind. Emphasis was on the
observable world; the age was one of frenzied activity, not only
in natural science and natural history, but in all fields. Jefferson
wrote to John Adams, "...ours will be the follies of enthusiasm, not
of bigotry...Bigotry is the disease of ignorance, of morbid minds,
enthusiasm of the free and bouyafht. We are destined to be a barrier
against the return of ignorance and baz'):mri.su\."l4 There was a dearth
of factual knowledge of the world and as far as this age was concerned,

an excess of conceptual. Diderot wrote in his De 1'Interpretation de

la Nature, "The abstract sciences have occupied the best minds for
too long. Words have been multiplied endlessly, but factual knowledge
has lagged behind...Yet the true wealth of philosophy consists in
facts, of whatever kind they may be."15 |

Influenced by the scientific emphasis on direct observation, the

world became better known but not transparent. The majority of Enlighten-

-ment thinkers and scientists believed that it was enough to ask what,

but vain (and in wvain) to ask how. Some theorists, such as Helwvetius,
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d'Holbach, and Condorcet, endorsed a logic that went bejyond the

popular deism to materialism. But Jefferson and most other virtuosi
of the Enlightenment did not venture into the essences of things or
the mystery of creation. Jefferson was never a materialist nor an
atheist. Enlightenment mainstream thought is aware of limits to science,
analysis, and knowledge. Concerning the questions of the unity of body
and mind, of our simple ideas and the ultimate grounds of motion,
D'Alembert wrote: “the supreme Intelligence has drawn a veil before
our feeble vision which we try in vain to remove. It is a sad lot
for our curiosity and our pride, but it is the lot of huma.m'.ty."l7

In the eighteenth century reason was often understood as
agency and enefqy.18 It was a practical age, one absorbed in the
physical world. Reason is a practical faculty; man uses it to discover
universal law, and gain knowledge of and mastery over nature. There
was much to accomplish by the exercise of reason. Man would work to
correct the mistakes of history; in nétug‘gl/science, man would experiment
with nature and observe the world, seeking knowledge.

This period of the Enlightenment in America and Europe was
characterized by a 'workual;' sense in relation to nature and by a
sanse of urgency. Jefferson -wyote to Maria Cosway in England that
if lhe and her husband were to venture to America, they would not
find a “state of absolute anarchy"' and frontier lawlessness, as all
Eurcpe had been made to believe by the ']:ying newspapers of London,

and their credulous copyers in other countries.® Rather they would

/ find a people occupied "in opening rivers, digging navigable canals,
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making roads, building public schools, establishing academies,... pro-
tecting religious freedom,...reforming ang improving our laws in
qeneral."l9 The American Philosophic Society, of which Jefferson
served as president and whose circle included Rittenhouse, Madison,
Franklin, and Priestley, was founded for the purpose of garnering,
encouraging, and exchanging practical knowledge. Their aim, and that
of 'philosophical' societies in England (in an age when philosophical
and scientific both meant the quest for knowledge in all fields),
was to’ discover the real world, in order to live in it, live in it
well, and subjugate it.zo

Relevant to this workman sense and to the focus on the natural
world, physical and biological metaphors abound in the_ thought of the
age. The aim for Jgfferson was not “"the good society” but "the
healthy society."n) Man was to be examined in the search for causation
as an organism in the physical world. He was a being of senses and
the active life was the healthiest. Virtue, to Jefferson, was also
seen in terms of activity; a faculty of man, it must be exercised to be
kept strong. In place™of a divine model for government Jefferson
. sought "the universal connections between bodily health and social
well-being." Mhen society was well-ordered and happy, the human
species flourished; when people were obsessed by unwholesome ideas
or lived a-nidst social mladjustnent: the species became i.ll..22
Equality was first and > remost a biological fact23: no one emerged

from the womb wearing a sceptre and crown.
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The Moral Sense

Jefferson's ultimate optimism was the conviction
that a wide diffusion of knowledge could not fail to
fertilize 's innate instincts for reason, worality,
and beauty.

As stated earlier, virtue's wost important characteristic, for
Jefferson, is its social nature. He believed that all people are

endowed with a certain moral sense, of which virtue is a part. If

anyone might doubt the existence of this sense, Jefferson advised,

one had only to observe the proof of experience:

These good acts give us pleasure, but how happens it
that they give us pleasure? Because nature hath
implanted in our breasts a love of others, a sense

of duty to them, a moral instinct, in short, which
prompts us irresistibly to feel and succor their
distresses...The Creator would indeed have been a
bungling artist, had he intended man for a social 25
animal, without planting in him social dispositions.

This is the principle of an harmonious element that exists in
society and works to bind people together. The moral sense, innate in
man, and "made a part of his physical constit:m:j.on"26 is the true
foundation of mprality. Jefferson stated to Thomas Law, who wrote on
moral philosophy, ™I sincerely...believe with you in the existence of
a ;otal ingtinct., I think it is the brightest gem with which the
human character is studded, and the want of it as wore degrading
than the most hideous of the bodily deformities. w27 In a letter to

John Adams in 1816, Jefferson referred to a book by Count Destutt

de Tracy:




I gather from his (Tracy's) other works that he
adopts the principle of Hobbes,that justice is founded
in contract solely, and does not result from the con-
Struction of man. I believe, on the contrary, that it
is instinct, and innate, that the moral sense is as
much a part of our constitution as that of feeling,
seeing, or hearing; as a wise creator must have seen to
be necessary in an animal destined to live in society:
that eves-g human mind feels pleasure in doing good to
another.

"Man was destined for society. His morality, therefore, was
to be formed to this cbjec:t...."z9 If man lives in his natural
right and dignity, in Condorcet's words (for the belief in the moral
sense was common to Enlightenment thought), “not tormented and
corrupted by greed, fear, or envy",30 the moral sense will flourish
because man will seek the exercise of it in much the same way that
a healthy body seeks activity. In an environment of freedom and
equality, the exercise of the moral sense and the practice of
virtuve would constitute a sort of rule in society, in addition to
and apart from that of govermnment. They would draw people irresistibly
to one another, and they would work to restrain self-interest -
in Jefferson's words, “self-love, or mism‘n - both qualities

necessary for an harmonious social and happy personal life.

The Romantic wovement and the revolt d®PRousseau against the

rationalism of the Enlightenment /was based on Rousseau's scorn of
philosophy and what he felt was the impotence of reason to teach

‘men virtue. Reason seemed to have no moral sense; it would labor
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32
to defend any desire, however corrupt. Jefferson did not so doubt

enlightened reason, but he was aware of the divided domain. In a
half-serious, half-forlorn dialogue between "Ny Head and My Heart"™,
vritten to Maria Cosway on her leaving Paris and Jefferson for her
home in England, we find his heart defending itself against the .
accusations of its follies by his head: "wWhen nature assigned us the
same habitation she gave us over it a divided empire. To you she
allotted the field of science, to me that of morals....Norals were
too essential to the happiness of man to be risked on the incertain
combinations of the head." Jefferson's heart advises his head to
“"fill paper as you please with triangles and squares™, but admit
that "nature has not organized you for our nor;l c.:litecti.cm.":’3 it is
the whole organism, the happiness and well-being of man in his
totality, that concerned Jefferson.

The Enlightenment may have been the Age of Reason but early
liberal man was not a "reasoning machine®, however great his
enchantmsent with the powers of the intellect. Sheldon Wolin points

out in Politics and Vision, "Rather, liberal writers beginning with s

Locke and extending through §nith, Hume, and the Utilitarians em—
phasizel repeatedly that man was a creature of strong passions.” .
Rume and s-ith understood that, "Morals were the products of human
feelings. They originated with desires and needs and were approved by

the passions. Reason wvas delegated the role of determining the most

efficient msans to achieving the ends proposed by teeliug."“,
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Jefferson's philosophy was one of concern for a balance of
emotions in man. He wrote to William Short, an American diplomat
6 and intimate friend, "As you say of yourself, I too am an Epicurean.

I consider the genuine (not the imputed) doctrines of Epicurus as
containing everything rational in moral philosophy which Greece
and Rowme have left us."ss The Epicurean philosophy seeks moderate
pleasure and the avoidance of pain. Its aim in life is happiress;
the summum bonum is to be not pained in body, nor troubled in mind
(see Appendu( I). We find here one of the main antecedents of
Jefferson's statement of right of the pursuit of happiness in the
Declaration of Independence. In "Ny Head and My Heart" Jefferson
echoes Epicurus (who is a source of Utilitarian thought as well):

"The aim of life is the art of avoiding pain."™ He ponders to

John Adams:

I have often wondered for what good end the
sensations of Grief could be intended. All our
other passions, within proper bounds, have an
useful object. And the perfection of the moral
character is, not in a Stoic apathy,...but in a
Just equilibrium of all the passions. I wish
the pathologists then would tell us what is the
use of grief in the economy, and ogsvhlt good it
is the cause, proximate or remote.

Thus, passion'is not i.rihemﬂg bad; it a natural part of man.
The main requirement of passion is that it be in moderation. A virtuous

person, and a virtoous life, would be moderate ones, for they would

‘ indicate that one was in the end ruled by reason and not by excessive

esotion (e.g.,desire, fear). Passion has values of its own but it




must bs restrained by reason, for its tendency seemed to Jefferson
to be to excess, blindness, and loss of control over one's emotions

@ and the situation. The temperate person is the happy one, who is not
beset by the turbulence of excessive desire and emotion. To be Iruled
by passion is to lead a disorganized, purposeless, unproductive life,
thrown from one desire to another. In moderation passion and deliberation

exist well together; passion is a handmaiden of endeavor.

The Decline of Religion

Dating from the attempts of Bacon, Hobbes, and Locke to explain

the world and man by natural explanations, the search héd begqun for

a natural ethic. Religion steadily declined in status as the faith

in reason and natural science increased. By mid-eighteenth century,

England had long been a friendly home to deism. In France the philosophes,

who shaped Jefferson's humanitarian views, were looking for "a morality

that would be independent ofﬂf' theology.*

The deistic challenge to traditional religion was the development

of the view that “the real revelation is in Mature herself, and in

man's God-given reason; the real God is the God that Newton revealed,

the designer of a marvelous world operating...according to hln.Tiable

law."37  Jefferson paid due reference to the idea of Hesven in such a

crisis as death, but he wvas alert to ewery scientific advanoa that

cast doubt on it., and was increasingly toughmindéd in his skepticism:3®
’ . “The Almighty himself could not construct a machine of perpetual motion,*
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he wrots to Dr. Robert Peterson in 1812, “"while the laws exist

Y
.,

which He has prescribed for the government of matter in our systeua."39
/

The laws of God's world‘’- or, as often put’ in the age, of I&ature

and Nature's god - would be revealed at first hand by man's

unfettered use of reason. Jefferson adopted the concept of a

‘reasonable Christianity', as expounded in Priestley's two-volume

History of the Corruptions of Christianity.'® Still, although

Jefferson might call the Revelation of St. John “the ravings of a :

maniac®, the world “f not shorn of wonder. There was divine force

in the laws of natute;.u . -
The age loved liberty, justice, toleration, and reason. Jef-

ferson recalled with approval that “the convention of May, 1776, in

their declaration of rights, declared it o be a truth, and a natural

right, that the exercise of religion should be ftet-:."‘2 The feeling

of the time generally was that religious feeling was natural, but that

the church (especially the Catholic church) and clergy were intolerable.u

The central conflict of the age was between faith and reason, between
religion ‘and philosophy. This was the battle that the philosophes
fought, won, and lost again in the Prench Revolution. Reason vas

set against mythology, knowledge against dogea. Progress, and further
enlighterment, were possible through education, then mostly in the

hands of the church and the Jesuits; to free education from their comtrol

manpthctbnttltTttheage. ‘ N \
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Ideas passed excitedly through the enlightened world on both
si1des of the Atlantic. Traditions were disturbed, thought and action
stimulated. This activity was carried on most tirelessly and brilliantly
by "intellect 1incarnate", Voltaire, who, as the seminal thinker of the
age, dgreatly influenced Jefferson. Voltaire had his doubts about the
powers of reason, and was more inclined to theism than deism. He and
Frederick the Great, representatives of enlightened thought and rule
1n Europe, detested the clergy who "based their power on pretended

44 .
access to the Deaity." In Jefferson there is no toleration of
mysticism, of the threat of damnation of punishment. Reading, time,
and reflection convinced him "that the 1interests of society require the
observation of those moral precepts only in which all religions
agree (for all forbid us to steal, murder, plunder, or bear false
45
witness).” Let reason and free 1nquiry rule; Jefferson wrote confidently,
"The great principles of r.ght and wrong are legible to every reader; to
- 46
pursue them requires not the aid of many counsellors.” His faith in the
power of deliberation led him to comment calmly that "i1f a sect araises,
whose tenets would subvert morals, good sense has fair play, and reasons
. 47
and laughs it out of doors.

Of his own beliefs (he was widely accused of atheism in the colonies)
Jefferson wrote, "say nothing of my religion. It is known to my god and
myself alone. It's evidence before the world is to be sought in my life.
If that has been honest and dutiful to society, the religion which has

. " -48
regulated it cannot be a bad one.
While religion under the influence of clergy and church had been

“"Sectarian Dogma®, true religion, Jefferson wrote to John Adams, consists

of "the moral precepts, innate in man, and made a part of his physical

34
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constitution, as necessary for a social being, "™ and "the sublime doctraines
f . . ' 49
of philantropism, and deism taught us by Jesus of Nazareth.” Jefferson
revered Jesus because he felt his moral system was better than the ancient
. ' 50 " cq s
philosophers' or the ancient Jews. He admired the free and "civilized
ancient spirat”, but on the whole he thought that the ancient world lacked

the high ethical standard of true Christian morality, embodied in the deism

51 .
of Jesus. In Thomas Jefferson, American Humanist, Lehmann wrates that in

Jefferson's opinion, "The ancients had been deficient in recognizing the
indivisible connection between indavidual and social happiness."52 The
ancient philosophers in general were too bound up in the individual and the
search for truth, and lacked true charity. In a letter to William Short,
in which he discussed ancient moralists, Jefferson wrote, “"Epictetus and
Epicurus give laws for governing ourselves, Jesus a supplement of the duties
and charities we owe to others."53 In Jesus' morality is found a wide demo-
cracy of virtue, love, service, and equality. Jefferson criticized the
ancients for lack of fellow-feeling. Plato dealt out "mysticisms incom-
prehensive to the human mind."54 He was too abstract and only served to
confuse men. The Republic was of no practical value.55 (See Appendix I)
While vi/rtue in the eighteenth century meant Christian goodness
there are some parallels to the meaning of virtue in earlier times.
Machiavelli's ‘'virtu' has been given many English translations: prowess,
ability, strength and wisdom, virtue. It comes from the Roman ‘vir' (man)
and 'virtus' (what is proper to a man). Bernard Crick cosments, But what
is proper to a man? “"In the classical and renaissance theory of man and
culture underlying the word, man is at his best when active to the common good,

and he is not properly a man otherwise; politics is not a necessary evil,

it is the very life."56 For Jefferson, the political was not the whole of
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life, as it was for the ancients. Virtue is not by nature a political

characteristic; it is part of man's larger social sense. The "common good"

is an important concept to Jefferson; his virtie has considerable civic

-

spirit 1n 1t. Pagan ‘'virtues' - citizenship, heroism, public achievements -

R A ol

have meaning for Jefferson, who read the ancients all his life in the orig-
1nal languages. However, pagan morality, linked to the preservation of the
city-state, is not suffic1ent.57As a deist, he finds the ancient world lacking
in the social concerns of man.

- And, unlike Machiavelli, Jefferson cannot remove considerations of
morality from the sbhere of politics.58 Government is a means to freedom,
hapélness, and the protection of right; 11 is not an end in itself. Political
survival and republic-building were not his only goals. His morality is

all of a piece; government reflects society. >9 If not, corruption would

creep i1nto the people or into goverrmment, and undermine virtue. In Jefferson's
view, corrupt government, more than unstable government, had been the cause of
the unhappiness of man.

Mark Musa, who in his introduction to The Prince defines virtu as in-
genuity, makes the point that despite varying translations of virtu into
English, *one | hing seems certain: Machiavelli's'virtu' has nothing in
common with the medieval passive concept of 'virtu' involving contemplation
and prayer; indeed, it is the reverse: a concept of action involving both
mind and body.*"° '

Something of the same is true of Jefferson's idea of virtue; one does
not want (t:o carry his Christianity too far. In the eighteenth century,
leading currents of thought were breaking away from ttraditional religious
interpretations. Jefferson's virtue is not submissiveness or humility.

The moral sense binds people to other people and makes their concerns

I

mutual; it does not bind them to devotion, to prayer, or to the church.



Is Religion Necessary for Morality?

The central fact of modern history in the
West...is unquestionably the decline of religion.

William Barret:E1
Irrational Man

With the weakening of religious ties which bind people to
others, and to the welfare of others, what is there to hold soci;ty
togethexf? (oercion has been an age-old restraint; religion has
traditionally been an aid to social order. The philosophes and
Jefferson could envision social order without religion because )
generally they believed that man was good. But from the early

seventeen hundreds the deists had been warned "that their doctrine !

leads to atheism, and that atheism will lead to the colllapse of

be maintainéd? It is difficult to form moral character without basing
it on religious belief. The philosophes called this in guestion; the
debate on the necessity of religion for morality would continue through
the eighteenth century and then through the next. It is with us t:oday.63

The ethic they and Jefferson opted for was in nature, in the moral

sense. Jefferson was only one in a long line; Voltaire, in his

i

Traite de Metaphysique, long before Bume and Adam Smith, “derives the

moral sense from fellow feeling, w.'“

)

Virtue has always been a concern of republics. It is necessary

e
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for good govermment; for some thinkers of the Enlightenment, virtue is

v
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necessary in an additional sense. The practice of virtue. is the
organic, natural binding together of society from within. While
traditional religion had helped to provide for social order and meaning,
among other things, in the new age of man moral instinct, fellow-
feeling, and virtue would provide the bonds, restraints, and ties among
people necessary for their happiness and for harmonious social life.

Jefferson recognized the role religion plays in keeping
societies together. He is non-plussed that there are probably “a
thousa;\d different systems of religion™ and that ours is but one
of that thousand. He writes of the new nation, "Religion is well
supported (in every state); of various kinds, indeed, but all good
enough; all sufficient to preserve peace and order. =65 The practice
of virtue and the exercise of the moral sense, enhamcing fellow
feeling, would replace a supernatural faith that had oppressed man.
The colonies did not undergo a social revolution, as did France;
however, in America as well as in feudal Europe free thought and
inquiry were questioning tradition. Jefferson rejoiced in the search
for a natural ethic. His intention was not that religious feeling
go out of the world but that the "Sectarian Pogma®" of the church,
and along with it, fear, spirituval coercion, and igmorance, would no
longer plague man.

"Man is destined for society.®™ Jefferson discusses the lack
of the moral instinct and hence social inclination as 'a physical
perversion. He writes to Thomas Law, Esquire, “"Self-love...is no

part of morality. lyde/ed it is exactly its counterpart...Take from man




his selfish propensities and he can have nothing to séduce him from

e,

the practice of virt:ue."66 An excess of self-love, or "egoism™, would
@ go against the natural inclination to please and succor one's fellows,

to live harmoniously and happily in their company. He chides his

daughter on the dangers of being too long out of society, and of

spending too much time alone:

I think I discover in you a willingness to

withdraw from society more than is prudent. I am

rl ] , convinced that our own happiness requires that we

o should continue to mix with the world, and to keep
pace with it as it goes; and that every person who
retires from free communication with it is severely
punished afterwards by the state of mind into which
& they get, and which can only be prevented by feeding
"R our sociable principles.

;'-,‘ Withdrawal from society was unhealthy; Jefferson feared that
it led to “an antisocial and misanthropic state of mind. ~68 Antisocial

.

# tendencies hinder our own happiness and withdrawal harms society for

S /
4 it works against the practice of virtue, which Jefferson calls "doing

good to others™ and vh1d1 is also fulfilling one's oi:ligations to
society and the community.

Morality and virtuve are necessary for social life, but they do
not depend on a traditional lmn/hofcod. This point is crucial to the
acceptance of a natural ethic. Jefferson writes of the morality of
the atheist; it is a likelihood, not a freak of 7heue Atheists are
not excluded from the fabric of society - that society which is.at

) ___heart held together by our moral and social inclinations towards one

another. Because of the existance of the moral sense, an atheist can




be expected to feel the same need of and inclination to social
life as any other, and can be expected to be as aware of his social

duties:

Some have made the love of God the founda-
tion of morality. This, too, is but a branch
of our moral duties, which are generally divided
into duties to God and duties to man. If we did
a good act merely from the love of God and a
belief that it is pleasing to Him, whence arises
the morality of the Atheist? It is idle to say,
as some do, that no such being exists. We have
the same evidence of the fact as of most of those
we act on, to wit: their own affirng§ions, and
their reasonings in support of them.

Atheists are no threat to society; antisocial behavior
is far more hamful to society than are atheistic beliefs. Action
reflecting anti-social inclinations is destructive of society based
on a natural ethic. Atheists - all men - are possessed of reason,
the moral sense, and the patential for virtue and happiness.

Although the hold on society of a natural ethic was as yet
untried, Jefferson's faith in virtue and reason kept him from
ultimately doubting success. However, his comments on the fragile
nature of the bindings of society are instxuctive /in view of this
natural ethic.

What did Jefferson understand by virtue in a person? What
would its lack occasion? Primarily itvouldneantherewnldbem
hamn{.onssociety. There would be little to bind people together
Utwm, M,orwrrwtedthemxalimtiaet.vhichis@
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towards virtue. The absence of virtue in society would mean there
would be little to inspire people to good works, and little to compel
them to perform their duties to society and one another. Most of
the philosophes accepted the universality of self-love as the basic
source of action, but they trusted that education, legislation, and
reason would turn self-love to mutual cooperation and social order.
Jefferson, however, remained confident in the power of social inclina-
tions: "Self-interest, or rather self-love, or egoism, has been
more plausibly substituted as' the basis of morality. But I consider
our relations with others as constituting the boundaries of -orality."n‘
The traditional restraints and enticements of the church were
disintegrating under the light of reason. Coercion, freely used
by governments of the past as a necessary part of social order, would
not be tolerated by free individuals. In America, virtue would be
cultivated; Jefferson preferred agricultural life because of its moral
and physical qualities. In the independent colonies, the moral sense
would get the exercise it needed to maintain its strength and to keep
from growing shc;c. Thus, healthy society was assured, and t.hrough it,
good #ovex:n-ent - the elements Jefferson thodght were necessary to

found and preserve the American republic.
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CHAPTER THREE: VIRTUE AND THE PROBLEM OF CORRUPTION

...1I doubt whether the people of this country would suffer
an execution for heresy, or a three years' imprisonment for
not comprehending the mysteries of the Trinity. But is the
spirit of the people an infallible, a permanent reliance?
Is it government? Is this the kind of protection we receive
in turn for the rights we give up? Besides, the spirit of
the times may alter, will alter. Our ruler$ will become
corrupt, our people careless. A single zealot may commence
persecutor, and better men be his victums. It can never be
too often repeated, that the time for fixing every essential
right on a legal basis is while our rulers are honest, and
ourselves united. FProm the conclusion of this war we shall
be going downhill. It will not then be necessary to resort
every moment to the people for support. They yill be for-
gotten, therefore, and their rights disregarded. They will
forget themselves, but in the sole faculty of making money,
and will never think of uniting to effect a due respect for .
their rights.

Thomas Jefferson,lin
Botes on Virginia

This is Jefferson on a pessimistic note:; it is hardly the
voice of the ardent dewmocrat, nor does it seem to reflect the con-
fidence of the Enlightenment. Itdoesreﬂectanhi.shoricaland.
political realism which was found in the optimism of the eighteenth
century. While forvard-looking, educated men and women @f the Enlighten—
ment acted in the belief that they could illumine lwmman existance, they
saw this illumination only "as a tiny and flickering light™ set against
the darkness that lay over most of the world. The significant point is
t!untmyofthuwmuﬂbotb'tri@ytmionofm‘
into all areas of life. ht.ul;\-qmthhmhu-hwnudn




Jefferson sensed, social and political life forever defy reason, and man
has foundered badly on the realities of continuing darkness: wars,
economic problems, greed, ignorance, preju(iice, the lust for power.

Corruption is a threat to all republican governments, because they
depend on virtue. Given the marvelous but temporal and weak nature of man,
corruption is the primary agent of the destruction of virtue. If not
definitively dealt with, oorruption of almost any kind in America wouid
weaken society, the base of the republic.

Fear of corruption was in the air,and it stemmed not only from historical

precedent; although Gibbon was then writing his Decline and Fall of the Roman

Empire and Montesquieu his Considerations sur les causes de la grandeur

des Romains et:de leur decadence. The English world was worried about its

own institutifns, which, from the upheavals of the seventeenth century,
had emerged remarkable. Britain was one of the few nations whose people
\

could claim freedom. What most in the kingdom agreed on (even the doubters
and dissidents, which were nu;erms) was that "England, as the once skeptical
Montesquieu admitted by 1731, was ‘'the freest country that exists in the
world.'....England's freedom, it was generally agreed, was directly attri-
butable to its constitution of government, a comstitution which better than
any other known to history had harnessed the use of power.”> A mixed
govermment in wvhich the King's powers had been lessened and the House of
Common’s expanded was an assurance against arbitrary rule and the infringe~
" of right, but it was not a complete assurance. Proud of their institu-
ﬂmandfree[do-, the English were jealous of them as well. Their sus-
picimaﬁfunmraﬁilyco—mluwmthwlmmbymliteta—

. \
ture and popular press of England, and their attitudes were extremely
' . v
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influential in forming the colonists' political beliefs.

American historian Bernard Bailyn writes that the colonists,
influenced by the climate of popular literature and dissension in early
erighteenth century Britain, came to see their world in terms of 'con-
spiracy' - a deliberate, pre-meditated plot to rob Englishmen of their
treasured institutions and freedom.4 The colonists ”"saw about them...
not merely mistaken, or even evil, policies violating the principles
upon which ‘freedom rested, but what appeared ta be evidence of nothing
less than a deliberate assault...against liberty both in England and
in America."5 Bailyn may well be correct in his theory of conspiracy
as an underlying force of the tiﬁeé and one of the main spurs of the
move for independence: it is enough here to gtate that underlying that
theme was the fear of corruption in government and society on a wide
and progressively worsening scale. If not dealt with, it would weaken and
destroy the fabric of British and colonial life and, the virtue of the
government, open the way to despotic rule, and substitute oppression for
freedom and right.

There were two sources of this fear:) 1) corruption in government,
by the abuse of power, the misuse of fund //f the people, and the peddling
of influence for private gain, and 2) coryuption in society, in the manners
and way of life of the people.6 Both werd suspected in Britain and her
colonies. After the war for independence ;oqe suspicians remained and

additional fears arose, borne of the unique experience of the colonies.

o
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The Problem of Power

All those engaged in the examination of society address the issue
of the nature of gnan, and a universal maxim is that power corrupts, and
absolute power corrupts absolutely. Of the fears of corruption and the
destruction of liberty Bailyn comments, it is not “simply a question of
what the weak and ignorant will do": no-where can men withstand the
temptation of wielding power over others. The view of Jefferson's age
was not that power in itself was evil; "It was natural in its orlgins,
and necessary.” The problem arose in the desire for and inevitable misuse
of power, of its tendency to flow out of bounds. The conviction then,
probably unchanged now, was that "power”, impelled by the passions of
men, "had desolated the earth; where liberty was extinguished so too in
the end were justice, virtue, honesty, trade, naval power, wealth...- in-
deed, everything worth living for: the arts and sciences, thought, under-
standing, religion."7

Despite his great faith in the people Jefferson never tried to
defend them against a charge of weakness in face of the temptations of
power. His entire career was dedicated to the principle that the people
should be the final source of authority in qo'vermlent:.8 Free govgrmnent.
howaver, whose purpose was to secure liberty, must be "founded in jealousy,
and not in confidence’. w9 Jefferson wrote of this vital question of power,
“let no more be said of confidence in man, but bind him down from mischief
(and from his own weakness), by the chains of the Constitution. "% pe
was convinced the establishment of gaod lavs was the best protection

against excessive and arbitrary power, but even established law did not

o |




guarantee good govermment. Laws must be binding; they must also be subject
to revision and change, for the times and needs of men will change.
Written law, an invention of man, is subject to the limitations of man's
nature and the possibility of corruption. Jefferson wrote in his Notes
on Virginia that an assembly of the colonies should not "be deluded by

< ¢
the integrity of their own purposes, and conclude that these unlimited
powers will never be abused, because themselves are not disposed to abuse
them. They should look forward to a time, and that not a distant one, when

a corruption in this, as in the country from which we derive our origin,

will have seized the head of government, and be spread by them through

the body of the people. !

The problem of the abuse of power is in many ways the problem of
government itself, and the reconciliation of its need with the limiting
of its power. This point will be discussed further in the following
chapter, in the relationship between government and society; in Jefferson's
view (and the age's) they were two different things and not necessarily
compatible. Jefferson believed that self-government through the local
unit was the most conducive to liberty and to the curbing of the excesses
\of power. Local government was also the best breeding place of morality,
vhere man’'s virtue, sociability, and decision making powers were cultivated,
and the tendencies to self-love, or "egoisa”, and the unleavened pursuit
of private vealth were most effectively and naturally countered. However,
even a democratic republic cannot expect to transcend ;:oruin limits,

Jefferson remarked:




\
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Human pature is the same on every side of the
Atlantic, and will be alike influenced by the
same causes. The time to guard against corruption
and tyranny is before they shall have gotten hold
of us. It is better to keep the wolf out of the
fold, than to trust to drawiig his teeth and claws
after he shall have entered.

Corruption in Government and Manners - England and Feudal Europe

America had been borne and bred in virtue; she was virtually
unblemished. Given the fragile nature of virtue, and Jefferson's belief
in man's need of it to best fulfill himself, what greater worry could
he have than that virtue be corrupted in the colonies? America had
none of Europe's problems of overcoming centuries of tyranny, oppression,
poverty, ignorance, and superstition. If all the people were not equal
in goods, property, and education, there were not the ravaging excesses
of wealth and poverty as in Europe. “Charmed as he was by the gentle
manners of the French aristocracy, Jefferson was appalled at the misery
and squalor of the Prench mus."u Early in the ocolonies’ history a
sense of relative equality, and equality of opportunity, prevailed.“

The quality of life and freedom in America and England was
attributed to the gquality of government. The quality in both places was
high and in comparison with the rest of the old world, un:urpaued, for
with few exceptions Europe still lived under the yoke of feudal life
and wenlightaned government. However, sven with the awareness of good
government it was believed, not only among opposition leaders, in England
and echoed in force in the colonies, that “threats to free government...

lurked sverywhere.. ."15
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In England there was suspicion that these threats existed “no-
where more dangerously than in the designs of ministers in office'.16
those who would bend the ear of the king for their own interests. 1In
the first half of the eighteenth century "“political morality reflected
the triumph of a hard commercial spirit. Hardly anything could be
effected without bribery, and nearly every official had his price.
Offices were sold, and votes in Parliament were bought like merchandise.
M.P.s s80ld their franking privilege...'Rotten borroughs' with a handful
of inhabitants, sent to Parliament as many representatives as counties
abounding in population and industry..."” In accounts of newspapers,
popular pamphlets, and literature of early eighteenth century England we
find fear of tyrannical law and despotism at the hands of a "wicked,
corrupt Ministry” composed of "pimps and parasites” and "idle drones”
who 1ived in “effeminizing luxury” and “slothful negligence.”'® aAs could
hardly escape the colonists' notice, it was from these ranks that the
Crown selected and awvarded ministerships, governorships, and land titles
in the newv world; such were the representatives of the Crown and British
law in America.

The press of the early eighteenth century and dissenters in general
both of the left and right criticized the spreading “dissoluteness of morals®
and general decay in society as much as they hounded corrupt ministers
and arbitrary government. Everywhere one turnsd one found vice instead
of virtuc]. Luxury, venality, dependence, and "effeminacy” seemed to
characterize England, where "oloctouonnd elected (had) become a bed of

ocorruption.” This decay in society was no small cause for alarm; it was
|
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as important, if not more so, as the goings on in ministerial chambers
and at court, for everyone knew of the "moral qualities necessary to

@ preserve a free c.;;overnmem:."19 If the people were licentious and slothful,
who would check the power of the ministers? If vigilance was abandoned,
80 too were liberty and freedom, and in their neglect the people would
soon find themselves in fact, not only in suspicion, abandoned and oppressed
under despotic government and tyrannical law - {f any law at all.

The concern for "our degenerate times and corrupt nation” of
eighteenth century spokesmen on both sides of the political spectrum
sprang from many sources, but the conviction that underlay the rest was
that the "unaccustomed wealth®” of the country and desire for fortune lay

at the heart of the decay of British government and society.zo No one

probed the sources of English corruption more Ailigently than William
Pitt, “the colonists' Olympian champion,” grandson of Diamond Pitt. 1In
an address to Parliament Pitt stated:

For some years past there has been an influx of
wealth into this country which has been attended with
many fatal consequences, because it has not been the
regular, natural produce of labor and industry. The
riches of Asia have been poured in upon us, and have
brought with them not only Asiatic luxury, but, I fear,
Asiatic principles of government...My Lords, I say
nothing but what is within the knowledge of us all;
the corruption of the people is the great original
cause of the discontents of the people themselves,
of the enterprise of the crown, and the notodou!l
decay of the internal vigor of the constitution.

Asiatic or ﬂ/uropcan, these threats to republican free government
° were taken seriously in the colonies. John Adams wrote in his “Novanglus”,

“Liberty can no more exist without virtue and independence than the body
can live and move without a soul,” and vhat liberty could flow from England
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where "luxury, effeminacy, and venality are arrived at such a shocking
p:i.t:ch."22 Despite her auspicious founding in virtue and the new world
America was as vulnerable to corruption as England; virtue in America, as
in any other place, would always be a fragile thing. Her founders believed
that corruption had not yet found root in colonial sgoil; thus, if the
sordid aspects of the old world were somehow kept beyond her shores, Ameri-
can virtue would be preserved and nourished. The move for independence

was one way to sever the ties with England and protect freedom and

virtue. 23

Europe
The English example may have been uppermost in the colonists’® minds;
their ex,;perience was largely British. Most of them and their families
were of English, Scottish, or Irish stock. They shared a common language
and culture. Their govermment was modeled on English common lawv and the
free English constitution. But it was not the opinion in the colonies
that only England had become corrupt; the whole of Europe, and it goes
without saying, the unknown Orient, was a spectre of corruption.
Unlike the new world Burope was the home of the absolute monarch.
Jefferson wrote to Washington from France in 1788: “I was much an enemy
to monarchy before I came to Burope. I am ten thousand times more so since
I have seen what they are.” What sort of government was this? “The king
(of France) goes for nothing,” Jefferson wrote to John Jay om October 8, 1787,
"He hunts one half the day, is drunk the other, and signs whatsver he is
bi.d."u ! /




~\ The church's powers and iron-clad rule of fear dominated every-
thing, even the printing presses - an important tool of liberty and j
free t,hougl‘n:.25 The church chained Europe to the past, with the intention |

of keeping its hold on its properties and privileges, and on peoples'

tion flourished. Compared to the colonies'

minds. Ignorance and s

wostly frugal but generally self-sufficient economy and standard of 1living,

the poverty and misery of Eur were astonishing. The common man in
America was something new, though not yet full grown, critically thinkin
and independent; the masses of Prance were as they always had been, abject.
The French court lived in uhbelievable extravagence off the revenues of

their very poor peasantry. Dishonesty in office was normal; many of the

taxes collected never reached the treasury.zs

)

True, the great men and women of the age were in Europe. Civilization
had its roots there. The company was superb. While serving the American
government as Minister to Prance Jefferson came to admire Paris as a city,
though he disliked cities on principle. He lived there several years just
before the Revolution of 1789.27 He enjoyed the urbane life, learned a

great dsal, and in his free time saw mch of the rest of Burope. But

"behind the gay life of court society, the gracious manners and brilliant
oonversation of the Paris salons, was a lack of morality that Jefferson
found shocking. nost-arriagesmemmgod7hdme for the purpose of
joining families and property, not individuals.” In the aristocracy no
social stigma was attached to adultery; it was accepted as a pleasant
substitute for the divorce that the mational religion forbade.”® . In his
later years Jefferson commented on the achisvements of Europe to John Adams:




[

"As for France and England, with all their pre-eminence in science, the
one is a den of robbers, and the other of pirates. And if science pro-
duces no better fruits than tyranny, murder, rapine and destitution of
national morality, I would rather wish our country to be ignorant, honest,

and estimable as” - interestingly enough - "our neighboring savages are."z9

Corruption in America ;

America was the land of promise. The o0ld world was dying, as well
it should; all-fas making way, if slowly, for the rights of man and the
declaration of independence and self-determination of all people. Where
lay the threats to liberty and virtue? There was not much disagreement
among freethinkers. The evils lay: 1) in old principles of government -
monarchical, absolute, arbitrary; 2) the unrepresentative government of
ministers and royal courts, aloof from the people and not answerable to
them; 3) an unenlightened opinion of human nature, devoid of concern for
human rights, human betterment, and equality; and 4) the enervating effects
of excessive wealth and the ;;ursuit of gain that led 3 people to slackness,
self-indulgence, and luxury. All these were vestiges of the old world;
none was worthy of the enlightened age; Jefferson believed none need
characterize America.

America was a sysmbol of freedom and of the reform of qovctm.\ent.

It was no surprise that many who never did journey to America supported
her and her claims for independence, in face of mistreatment by Britain.
A loyal British subject, William Turner of Wakefield in Yorkshire, for
instance, urged his son to emigrate in face of the continuing lack of

reform and incompetency in #vmt at home, writing, "Your best way
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will be to gather as fast as you can a good stack of the arts and

sciences of this country; and if you find the night of despotism and

wretchedness overwhelm this hemisphere, follow the course of the sun to

that country where freedom has already fixed her standard and is erecting

her throne; where the sciences and arts, wealth and power will soon w

gather around her; and assist and strengthen the empire there."30

No doubt such sentiments heartened the colonists. They cheered

o -

Jefferson; he would have welcomed such a man of freedom loving parentage.
There were many, however, that Jefferson would not have welcomed, despite
the colonies’ need of hands to break the soil and populate the forests
and coastlines. He comments on a question of emigration in his Notes on
Virginia: ®Every species of government has its specific principles. Ours
perhaps are more peculiar than those of any other in the universe. It is
a composition of the freest principles of the English constitution, with

others derived from natural right and natural reason.” The desire in

the colonies at the time was “"to produce rapid population by as great
importation of foreigners as possible.” He gquestions whether this is good
policy, for to our principles of govermment:

...nothing can be more opposed than the maxims of absolute
monarchies. Yet from such we are to expect the greatest

nusber of emigrants. They will bring with thea the principles
of the governments they leave, imbibed in their early youth....
These principles, with their language, they will transmit to
their children. 1In proportion to their numbers, they will share
with us the legislation. They will infuse into it their spirit,
warp and bias its direction, and render it a heterogenous
incoherent, distracted mass. ' )

Cautious, but courteocus and principled, Jefferson ended, “If they come

of thesiselves they are entitled to all the rights of citizenship; but
. ye ' ‘




doubt the expediency of inviting them by extraordinary encourage-ent.'31

America was virtuous and free, "founded on principles of natural
right and natural reason.” The problem to Jefferson was how she was to
remain virtuous and free. Others, such as Adams and Washington, lacked
his initial optimism about the people’'s inherent virtue, but they too
feared the effects of the old world on the new. Statements such as
Jefferson's above suggest the danger was seen as an invasion of foreign
elements onto native soil. America was nodeleq along enlightened lines
by very enlightened founders, and she was made up of a very enlightened
populace who, so far, were jealous of their freedom. The thesis is
not original; at best it is an interesting variation of the theme of
original innocence and virtue. Since America was borpe in virtue and
raised in freedom, she was virtually faultless. The ills she might
show were the results of foreign elements. Wrong, as such, did not spring
of American soil. If there was greed, or idle wishing for riches and
the leisure of court, likely it was from foreign suggestion. Society in
America was largely independent, and had no real example of indolent
riches and "’effeminabe luxury.®” Monarchical principles of government were
unknown in experience to the colonies, and abhorred. Even if originally
from other countries, the founders had been brought up in the practice of
independent local government. The example to all was of the authority
of the people and the government's dependence on them, no;the reverse.
This was one of the main reasons for the war of independénce.

Ignorance and superstition could find few supporters in America:

if found, they were likely to bs agents of the dying hopes of the church.




There was a deliberate distinction between church and state in the
colonies. Religion had no ruling powers, except over one's soul, and
O that was recognized as the domain of one's individual conscience.

Jefferson declared:

. .our rulers can have no authority over such natural
rights, only as we have submitted to them. The rights
of conscience we never submitted, we could not submit...
, A The legitimate powers of government extend to such acts
| only as are injurious to others. But it does me no injury
for my neighbor to say there are twenty gods,33r no God.
It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg.

[

Given an avowed basis of virtue, if there ever was evidence of
a dissoluteness of morals or an erosion of virtue it would be no less

serious a threat; such had been the cause of the destruction of republic

after republic; America, however, would not be to blame and her basic
character would not be called into question. This is Jefferson's position,
if not always clearly stated. Cast out the foreign part, cut off the

digeased limb, and there was little to distract the people from the

practice of virtue. The government and the people would continue in
virtue if the foreign influence was detected in time; native virtue,
under vigilant watch, would be protected.

As it is not far to see, this position is difficult to consistently

support, in the light of history but also at that time. The crowding

of cities and the beginning of a problem with immigrant and poor ghettos,
for instance, were realities. One could say in truth that these were due
to a foreign influence but it also goes without saying that they were

@ nov American problems, and ones not so easily solved as by the dismember-
I
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ment of a limb.
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Jefferson warned Americans about the ill effects of travel on 1
the continent, yet travel there he did, ‘apd it was a wuseful education

to him. He was not confident that all could bear up well under the

example of the rich and crowded life of the Buropean cities; it was the
temptation of Europe that worried Jefferson. By travelling there men
and women would find it difficult to be satisfied by the simple pleasures
of rustic American life. He wrote to Peter Carr in 1787.from his own
recent expe::ience that travelling in Burope "makes men wise, but less
happy. when pen of sober age travel, they gather knowledge which they
may apply usefully for their country, but they are subject ever after to
recollections mixed with reqre}‘t, their affections are weakened by being
extended over more objects, and they learn new habits vhich cannot be
gratified when they return hclne."33

‘On the other hand, for scber, freedom loving people, the spectre
of the 0ld world made one supremely aware of the benefits one enjoyed in
America. Jefferson wrote to Monroe on June 17, 1785, urging him to come
to Paris: “It will make you adore your own country, it's soil, it's
climate, it's equality, liberty, laws, people and manners. My god: How
little do my countrymen know vhat precious blessings they are in possession
of, and which no other people on earth enjoy.":‘4

It was insufficient to blame’all the ills found in the colonies on
the corrupting influence of foreign attitudes, experiences, and temptations;
Jefferson's position becomes ambivalent when it comes to accounting for the

internal problems of America. For example, Alexander Hamilton and his

corrwpting influence could be dealt vith: in Jefferson's viev he was an




e,

anachronism in America. Jefferson called him “not only a monarchist,

but for a monarchy bottomed on cornxption."35 Hamilton was ambitious,
power-hungry, and corrupt. In his Anas Jefferson called Hamilton's
financial system "a puzzle to exclude popular understanding and inquiry”
and "a machine for corruption of the leqislature.'36 Similarly, Jefferson
wrote of the fantastic conspiracy plot of Burr, “Burr’s conspiracy had
been one of the most flagitious of which history will ever furnish an
example....But he who expect to effect such objects by the aid of

American citizens, must be perfectly ripe for Bedlm."”

It was one thing for one man, though a powerful one, to turn to
greed and msonarchical designs. ';‘his man, in Jefferson’s view, did not
belong to Aneri.ca and given time and information, the people would cast
him out. Jefferson serenely advises in his first Inangural Address in
1801: “If there be any among us who would wish to dissolve this Union or
to change its republican form, let them stand und’isturbed as monuments

~

of the safety with which error of opinion may be tolerated where reason

]
is left free to combat it.'38 It was mr matter when the tainted
spot in America was large, dominated a considerable part of the co’mitry's
life and economy, and was obviously American. I choose two examples of
cornptim in A‘-erica, suggested by Professor Michael Rogin of the
University of California at Berkeley: the practice of slavery and the
harsh treatment of native Americans. These were realiti.?s of American
1ife that were difficult to blame on the influence of Europe. Jefferson's
enlightened empiricisa was sorely tried on these matters. His position is

often contradictory, although it is well thought out; it is above all
1
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ambivalent. It is unfortunate perhaps that Jefferson was considered
an expert on the subject of black peoples. He was the most widely read
authority of the day on slavery and blacks, and was a8 great influence

in shaping the world's opinion of the black races in that age.

Corruption in America - HBlacke and Glavery

The subject of Jefferson's relatiorn to black people is vast, and
can be dealt with here only in the briefest detail. Along with European
influence, luxury, and the effects of an expanding market economy,
Jefferson was convinced that the existence of slavery in Adfrica con-
stituted a threat to the republic because it undermined the moral fibre
of the people.

In theory Jefferson was opposed to slavery. It was incompatible
with the colonies' founding principles of freedom and equality. Virtue
could not be found in the enslavement of one people by another; neither
could justice; nor liberty. Jefferson wrote, "Indesd I tremble for my
country when I reflect that God is just; that his justice cannot sleep
forever;....the Almighty has no attribute which can take side with us
in such a contolt.“39 Jefferson trembled because he was awars of the
incompatibility of slavery and fresdom, more than out of pity or feclings
of outraged justice.for fellow human beings. His main concern was tho
maintenance of the republic; slavery provided an example to all the
Anerican people of enslavement, of despotism, and of the most humiliating

submission of one people to another:

62
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There must doubtless be an unhappy influence on the
manncrs of our people produced by the existence of
slavery among us. The whole commerce between master
and slave is a perpetual exercise of the most bolsterous
pasgions, the most unremitting despotism on the one
part, and degrading submissions on the other. Our
children see this, and learn to imitate it...40

This was not the way for the country to grow, "nursed and

educated in the daily habit of seeing the degraded condition...of

those unfortunate beings, not reflecting that that degradation was

41 Even in the

very much the work of themselves and their fathers."
most careful of masters the urge to restraint "is not sufficient."

The master will storm, the child@ looks on, and the worst of passions

is encouraged, and "thus nursed, educated, and daily exercised in
tyranny", one must “"be a prodigy who can retain his manners and morals
undepraved by such circumstances.” And wvorse still, the laws permitted
part of the citizens "to trample on the rights of the other", encouraged
despotism and the destruction of morals, and created enemies of those who

vere oppr:nnd.42 This was not the way to encourage virtue or amor

patriae.

4
,I

As corrupting as the daily practice of slavery was to the manners
of the people, there was something more to be feared by the influence of
blacks. Jefferson was convinced of the inferiority of black peoples
to white, inferiority which “is not the effect merely of their condition

of life. wd3

He voiced his opinions "I advance it...as a suspician only,
that the blacks...are inferior to the whites in the endowments both of

body and mind.**4 shat blacks should be subjected to siavery was indeed
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not what Jefferson sought; however, he had little inclination that
they mingle freely with white people and "stain" the blood of the race

by intermarrying:

...Among the Romans emancipation required but one
effort. The slave, when made free, might mix with,
without staining the blood of his master. But, with
us a second is necessary, unknown to history. When
freed, he is to be removed beyond the reach of
mixture. 45

It was more than on "suspician only” that Jefferson voiced
his opinions of the inferiority of blacks to whites. He set out
to prove it empirically. He reasoned by an appeal to our sense
of beauty and asked, “And is this difference (of color) of no impor-
tance?...Are not the fine mixtures of red and white...preferable to that
eternal monotony, which reigns in the countenances, that immovable veil
of black which covers the emotions 0f the other race?” 8ince "superior
beauty, is thought worthy attention in the propagation of our horses,
dogs, and other domestic animals; why not in that of men?” One wonders
vhere Jefferson obtained the proof for the following hypothesis; he makes
a conpa:ld.son on a descending scale of evolution of white, blacks, and
beasts: blacks affirm and acknowledge their inferiority by “their own
judgment in favor of the whites, declared by their preference of them,
as uniformly as is the prefersnce of the Oran~utan for the black woman
over those of this own ppociu."“

The most lashing of Jefferson'’s statements about blacks was a moral
indioctment. By cbservation they were less intelligent and less capadle
of virtwous life. Jefferson concliuded that by “comparing them by their




faculties of memory, reason, and imagination, it appears to me that
in memory they are equal to the whites; in reason much inferior..."‘”
Consequently, becausc their powers of thought were weaker, blacks were

more subject to the dictates of passion. They were not in control of

themsalves. Jefferson wrote, “They are more ardent after their females;
but love seems with them to be more an eager desire, than a tender
delicate mixture of sentiment and sensation. Their griefs are transient...

In gensral, their existence appears to participate more of sensation

than reflection. w48

As a lesser indictment throughout all time but an important one
in Jefferson's age, blacks in his experience were slothful. And, regard-
less of what one might note of the sconomic and political reasons for
insolence or inactivity, a lack of industry was often equated with a
lack of virtue and potential in the eighteenth century. Voltaire spoke
for his age: man, he proclaimed, “is born for action....Not to be
omployed, and not to exist, are one and the same thing with regard to

»49 Blacks, however, in Jefferson's observations were disposed

man.
“to sleep when abstracted from their diversions, and unemployed in
labor.” The passage continues with another comparison of blacks with
beasts: "An animal whose body is at rest, and who 4oes not reflect
must be disposed to sleep of oourn.“so )

Slavery and the black people were always complex Lissuss to Jcitonon,
ocomplex and problematic. He changed aonatmt]y in vhet he wrote and

said about blacks, reflecting his asbivalent feelings.>l ihile he




denounced slavery, and in the Virginia legislature introduced several
measures to gradually abolish it, stating passionately that by all the
laws of human right "nothing is more certain than that these people are
to be frce,"sz he himself owned slaves. He thought that if slavery
were outlaved, the situation created by free black people was as harmful
to the republic as the formerly existing one; both were bad influences
and invited corruption. How could the purity of white America be kept
from Megro c:on1:@:11,:\-1:10117’"’3 Freesdom for blacks could not mean remaining
in Al.t:i,CI} they must be free and elsevhere, “removed beyond the reach
of mixture.*>? Amerdeq )zuu rid itself of "this great political and
moral ”“.55 by passing laws that would gradually prohibit the impor-
tation of slaves, "while the minds of our citizens may be ripening for

56 The former slaves would

a complete emancipation of human nature.”
than be removed to a colony of their own (Jefferson proposed in Africa)
wvhere, aided by American government and good will, they would gradually

attain the means and the ability to govern themselves Lndcpendantly.57

Corruption in America - Mative Peoples

I
Jefferson’s writings on the Indian peoples also point out areas

of tension in his thought. Here we are dealing with the age-old problem
that the most civilized peoples are often not also the most virtuous;

the problem, perhaps, of nature versus society, or nature versus civiliza-
tion. Jefferson had an higher opinion of Indians than blacks.>® me
thought their reasoning and creative powers far excelled thoss of the
American slaves, for *...the Indians, with no advantage of this kind
(raferring to the education availsble to some blacks, their frequent

v



elevating opportunity to converse with whites) will often carve

figures on their pages not destitute of design and merit....They astonish

you with strokes of the most sublime oratory; such as prove their reason

and sentiment strong, their imagination glowing and clwaud.“sg
Jefferson had great respect for Indian society. He admired most

its freedom from the fetters of bad government; it seemed not to need

a government crcated apart from society, or a written code of law.

He wrote that .the Indians had “never submitted themselves to any laws,

any coercive power, any shadow of government. Their only controls are

their manners, and that moral sense of right and wrong....An offpence

against these is punished by contempt, by exclusion from oocicty'.

Imperfect as this species of coercion may seem, crimes are very rare among i

them...*50
“It will be said,” Jefferson continued in the Notes on Virginia,

“that great societies cannot exist without government. The savages,

61

therefore, break them into small ones.” Alwvays 8 bslisver in the

superiority of decentralization, Jefferson often took Indian society as

an sxample of how peopls could 1ive without government, but the model

was theoretical and not applicable to Americs. “It is a problem, not clear

in my mind, that the first oondition (of govermment, namely, no 9o.vcx:nnnt.

as the Indians possessed) is not the best. But I believe it to be incon-

sistent with any degree of popuhtm.“” It is clear that Jefferson

had 0o desire that the American pecple become like Indians.

If in his writings and political mu,zup Jefferson appeared

/cob.auq:m syspathetic to Indian society, as an historical figure

1
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he 4id everything but further the cause of Indian civilization. As

President and in other government posts he did much to hasten its demise
by advocating the seizure of Indian lands and giving his consent to the
employment of brutal means to gain necessary new lands for the expanding

republic.
Jefferson adopted quite an academic attitude towards Indian peoples;
4

while he sloquently praised their society and the greater degree of ,
happiness it brought its people than most, he just as readily used colﬁly
descriptive terms to ocomment on the "extinguishing” of the lnd;\.inpooplc
in America. As an advocate of science and the gathering of knowledge,

he undertook many projects in his lifetime that were expressly for the
purpose of compiling accurate information about certain features of his
little explored country. One such scientific pursuit was the study of
the vanishing Indian people. He examined their villages and gravesites,
and studied their Z:runn, languages, and way of dress. He wrote in

the Motes on Virginia, “It is to be lamented, very much to bs lamented,
that we have suffered so many of the Indian tribes already to extinguish,
without our having previously collected and deposited in the records of

litsxature, the general rudiments at least of the languages they .poko."“

Pass )
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regarding the two other rsces in Mmerica. It is a complex issues however,
it becomes clearer u‘nmucr it in the light of Jeffereon's fears
otmmo‘tmmmu'-mn fibre and virtue.
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As pointed out earlier, Jefferson described himself as an
Ppicurean. Similar to Epicurean beliefs, Jefferson's pursuit of
happiness was not so concerned in finding an ecstatic state as it was in
avoiding pain and unpleasantness. One’'s goal was to attain peace, ease
and security of mind, and to have these one must defend oneself against,
among other things, anxiety. One way to state the goal of life, md('
for Jefferson this meant political life as well, was to escape anxiety.
To achieve this goal one had to be free of both desire and fear; there
should be no extremes on sither side of happiness.

FPor Jefferson the hindrance to achieving freedom from anxiety was
the fact that people were so sasily prey to longings which were cresated
by desire but which could not be satisfied. This a large part of
oornption,snnd one of its worst effects was that it rendered pecple
helpless. Jefferson was afraid lest people bescome dependent and weak -~
a8 in Burope. In this context that fear is of peopls becoming slaves
to their desires. Por instance, in a pre-Marxian vein, Jefferson was
afrsid of the American people becoming slaves to the market, wanting
things continually. %o ward off desire and maintain the virtus of the
republic the market must be kept from becoming too great an influsnce
on the people, ruling them by teaching them to desire more than what
they aoquire through their own industry: “We must maks our election
between economy and 1iberty, or profusion and servituds. =%

Jefferson'’s many fears of corruption stem from his belisf that
people joan becoms slaves to their passions and desires. Nis views of

and native peoples in America are most instructive for understanding
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his belief that people are often overvhelmed and ruled by their
passions instead of by a balance of their emotional and rational powers.
Despite reason, despite education, both of whose powers are great,

@ . virtue is easily undermined. Man at his finest is a being of reason, but
man will always be prey to weakness; commenting on the American Constitu-
tions, Jefferson wrote, "...they are wonderfully perfect for a first
essay, yet every human essay must have dotocu."ss

Enslavement by the passions was in Jefferson's eyes one of the
greatest threats to man's happiness. I have mentioned Bailyn’s theory
that the fear of a conspiracy against freedom and of enslavement by‘
England were dominant themses in the eighteenth century English and
ocolonial world. On the domestic front Jct;ctm was convinced of
the daily example of enslavement that blacks and Indians provided, of
some nn to others, and of men to their own passions, oxcﬁou-, and
barbarous tendencies. However much Jefferson admired their society,
he 414 not want Americans to become like the Indian savages. While
perhaps not presenting as despicable an example of enslavement as did
slavery, the Indians were an uncivilized people: Jefferson characterized

thes as “the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian savages,
whose known rule of warfars is an undistinguished destruction of all

66 The adverse effect savages, cun‘-,

ages, sexes, and conditions.”
and oonstitutionally inferior people ocould have on the virtus of the
republic, by presenting an example and thus iaviting imitation and
ocorruption, weighed heavily on Jefferson's mind, and’ fostered his ocontradic~ ,
tory attitudes and msbivalance. Ne found their presesce in America

threstening to the foundations of the republic.
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As I have discussed, much of Jefferson’s thought is based on
the premise that American history began rather at “the beginning.*

In the new world of the colonies there had been no experience of

feudalism, no "miraculous, ntschlcs‘gc“ govermment with which to contend.

Because of the ‘purity' of the American experience -~ its origins in

the wilderness, its newness, its freedom from corruption and corri}:pting
influences -~ the Founding Fathers and people of America were pure and
virtuous, too. In these first years of optimism faults that were dis-
covered were thought to have had their origins and causes abroad. Evil
in individuals or government, poor policies or ministers, failure to
achieve certain goals (such as a stable citizenry of yo&m ta;pta)

wers ills thought to have been imported from Furope, and were a result

of her decadence and corruption. If America could resain immune to
W'o bad influence, the republic wuld remain strong and virtuous.
!;nn vere problems existent already, however, and ljt was admitted that
|Ost attempts at isolation, hﬁtortcally and economically, were tuti“.
The o?ly other altarnative to maintain the health of the repudblic was
eo' oounter the old world’s vitiation of virtus. Jefferson believed
this could bs done to a considerable degree by the spread of education,
both moral and politicsl, and by the development of the moral sense.
Certain difficult issues shortly presented themselves. HNov
was society to acocount for iteelf when the situstion arose that the

mmmuqumamumumymum

mmm.uhmw, uﬁutm.ot&omuty
of slavery to the blacks, ummmummmm
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in the name of aoquiring -oro/ land for the republic? Jefferson was
confronted with the problem of how to account for the course of the
American republic when corrupt governsent and various external forces
could no longer be blamed for all of America'’s 1illsy when there came to
be forces in society that gave rise to evil actions and fundamentally
threatened to destroy the republic, built on a base of virtus that was
severely compromised. Jefferson, and other thinkers of his time, cast
about for a solution to the problem of America's necessary virtue. .
After England was cast off, incompetent and thieving misisters sent
back, and laws changed, the root of the problem presented itself once
agains society. Jefferson's dilemma was tosccount for acts that
vere not based on virtue but were obviously borne of the American

m:unln vhere all, theoretically, was good.
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as Hobbes. Society came first; government was instituted later

to secure the rights and'lives of those now living togesther in

6 a8 world of scarcity. The influsnoe on Jefferson was through Locke
and the soocial contract based on faith and trust: Men gave up ocertain
natural rights, and received protsction and the guarantee of their
property and other rights in return for ocbsdience,

\
T
|
?
r

Jefferson believed that societies exist in thres formss

(1) without government, a¢ among our Indians.

(2) Under governments, wherein the wiil of ’
everyone had a just influsnces; as in the cass

of Ingland in & slight degres, and in our States,
in 8 grest one. (3) Under governments of force,
as in the case of all other monarchies, and in
nost of the other republios. %o have an idea

of the ocurse of existence under thess last, they
| must be seen, It is a government of wolves over

' 42 own, 1 am not a friend to a very snergetic government,
Jefferson wrote to James Madisom in 1787, “It is aluays oppressive.
ngmvlm,mumimmmwbymmtnmu
problematic, govemnmest unyestyaissd by society would be monstrous,
s frequently compares the relationship of wolves to shesp with
.~ that of governmest to society. Given the ssture of power aad mea,
‘goveinassts tond tovards tyramy, ssd will, if alloves, dewes scoiety.
"’umam;mmm,amumm
m,uumym;}-u m uumunw
m.uﬁmwmmuﬁw..um”mmcm
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and Governors, shall all booome wolvn.“

While society is the seat of virtus and of the moral instinot,
it is not widwut its needs; society is not synonymous with goodness.
If society vere ultimately good, how would one explain the origin of
government? Whexrd was the need for it? This is a problem found in
every attitude that regards govermment as separate from society -

at worst, as “Wuy', or accidsntal, of just mlormu.“’

Peter Laslett writes in his oritical edition of Locke's Two Zreatises
ogf_m “The dootrine of natural political vimtus is anarchistic

in its implications generally...” An aside of Locke's on the origin

of govarnment was to the effect that “it was only corzuption, vicious-

' rqonoruy in some men which made ultuuuy for humanity ¢o set
up communitiss ‘separsts fros this grest aad natural commmity’ of sil
manking.*® 1u Jefterson’s thousht, as in Lecke's, there are soms
anarchist elements that stes from the belief in the natural virtue

of society.

umupmequmuummmuu. Secause
u&"mnmummwmuunmm.m
of m, seatoity, and desize, sesiety nesds soms restraints.
Sonisty nesds geversneat, asd oms with “mity, dissstion, and and pover. !
mmummummz,m removed from
and 4 wive o u./ mm,umugmumuu
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government is least spt to fall to corruption and excess because
it is composed of and answerable to society’s wenbers, whose interest

e in their rights, freedol, and happiness is great. Socliety can ’'govern
itself' because society, as it is Mtu;uuy oonstituted, is a world of
oqunlit} and absence of strife, (This was not necessarily the prevalent
view of the day; Adams and Washington, for two, disagreed.) Jefferson
thought that the external tensions in the worls are for the most part
brought about by the ocontrived powers of government and authority.
M‘onn mt—tha church are at variance with what he calls the
“third sstate”, nt,trrtnq to sveryons else. 1In Jefferson's view
everything in merica consisted of the third estate ewcept the
representatives of the crown; hence, Mmerics is ss harsoniouws, homo-

A geneous society, and the problems that the powers of the monarch

and the church bring are all external. 7o rid America of these
bad influences is all that is necessary to establish the rule of sooclety:
m;;u/uwmmmauewuwuum
out socisty's ipterests,

A

Trom the nature of things, Mm,u-u
times, possess within uuu the nnnuu povers of
muucm.




not its dictator. Jefferson wrote in the Susmary View quoted above,
“,,.And this his Majesty (King Georgs I1I) will think we have resson
o to expect, when he reflects that he is 5o more than the chief officer
of the people, appointed by the laws, and circumscribed with definite
powers, to assist in wvorking the great machine of government, srected
for their use, and, consequently, subject to their wpctl.nundcnoo...“’
Government is erected for service and to help people Becure their
happiness. John Adams compented that he was preoccoupied with oourts,
laws, and rights, so that his son ocould afford to be preccoupied with
science, music, and art. 1In 1709 Jefferson wrote to Doctor Joseph
Willard, then President of Narvard University, of the Mm:tgu
significance of the American government: ‘Ne have spent the prime of
our uvol' in proouring them (Americs’s young men) the precious bleesings
of 1liberty. Let them spend theirs in showing that it is the great parent
of séience and of vh'u‘u that & nation will .be great in poth, always
ia proportion as it is lm,"“*
Govesnment can be properly restrained; it is nev hu’ a
/ *great machine® and in need of constant tanding, Govermment cannot
and should not be countad on to successfully meet all of soociety’s
needs. %o Jetferson, ons of the goals of the Merican Revolution vas
’ to throw off bad government and ocontrived power. AS 8 gteater assurance
of freedas, in addition to fewnding & goversment ia the colonies,
,/Ameries weuld dipend wpem €6 RatMEsl Tastraists 1s seelety (such as
’qmuﬁwﬂuwumm}uu
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their right to ultimatsly rule society) to keep government in line
and to keep men, as Jefferson put it, from devouring each odut.u
Government sust depend on and reflect socliety:; the republic
for Jefferson was more than a government, it was a way of 1life.
In America, written laws existed most importantly to direct ths moral
d:uwtor of the people, and to create a certain Christian spark in
government and society. Jefferson knev the need for government and
law, apd he Aefined their realm explicitly: “The legitimate povers
of government extend to such acts only as are injuyious to others....
Our rulers can have no authority over.,.natural rights, only as we
have submitted them, 22 lowever, he was mors concerned with lav as it
influenced people’s manners than vith law as enforcement, beocsuse the
aim of the repwblic vas to seocure virtus as well as freedom, Virtue
is s quality, a trait, of soclety. Lew cannot create virtue; law oan,
however, attempt to estsblish or seoure the mecesssry conditions for
the practioce and growth of virtus in society. % the extent that the
colonies remained indepesdent and fxee, and to the extent that
mt vas kept close to the will of the people, virtue vwas secured.
Ohn.uﬁfy, if & people’s manners vere not secured, the best of law
makers would vork in vain; “It is the manners and spirit of a people
whioch ve 8 repwblic in vigor. A degenerscy ia these is a canker
which soon eats to the heart of its

Luuu Savages,” ® f00 nush 7" “as amony eivilised Swopeans”,
¥ ' e T i
. = ' 4
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the former results in less evil, for “the sheep are happier of

themsslves, than under care of the topo..-...:

In a republic, duties are as important as rights, and should
be as heartfelt. Virtue keeps s vonag_lmanncn of ite duties and
obligations to one another. »-ovvo-omnon&.gnﬁon-.&:n&
or ruler, this is accomplished a-.wcn-n:. the moral instinot .
contributes most to v..\l! happiness when it is in full exercise. It
is éxercised when peocple are mimistering to and interacting with their
follov human beings. Virtus acts as social cement; the praotice of
virtue 18 a vay of living among others., Society is a-ucn-n%s in~
stinctively knit together, becsuse others have the sams moral instinot
and need of us as ve have of thems, ~

Nappiness is dspendent on virtus. Thus, in Jefferson's <»L:
poopls should be most happy when carrying out their satural duties
and obligations, and contributing to the balance !l harmony of socisty.
9]!.«»3 that most peopls 4o not have the right to sxsroise but which
rﬁwgip‘r&ap is monitoring the aotions of government,
he best government goncemns itdelf solely with the people’s nesds,
and is nindful of the olose and jealous syes the people turn on it

in order to protect their vights and freedan. hie duty ébove all
ggf%oﬁgnng‘gtsig
fggiti gu.lk.taalls.z




L7
R

.

own happinc_l:. They may make mistakes, but, being convinced of the
good sensse of the people, Jefferson was confident that “even their errors
vill tend to keep these (their governors) to the trx;o principles of
their institution.” How Mﬁ;t might governors be kept alert? “%o
punish these errors too severely would be to .upp:m the ohly safe~
guard of the public liberty.*>

While Jefferson provides for society to bave its own governors, he
is concerned lest they, too, forget themselves and fall prey to the
vices of government, and become cut off from the peopls and irresponsive
to their needs. Vernon L. Parrington writes in The Colonial Mind,

“Jefferson was never greatly concerned sbout stable government....He
had not conventional reverence for established law and order; he
regquired rather what sort of lav and order he was asked to acoept, was

it just or unjuet,*l®

The p/oopu must have an active role in goveraing
beyond the conventiona]l channels of representation; Jefferson finds
this in the form of popular uprul.nqa.”

Jetferson disapproved of wax, yst he advocated tevolution:
‘may there never be twenty years without one; the tree of liberty must
be wateced from time to time with the blood of petriots; it is it's
natucal manure.”*® Wis approval of revolution is mot only by way
of metaghor; it is as integral part of his sotion of vigilasce, of
mmdl/ubtmammamnmm"umzw,
MMM&OMU“MM{W&W“,&

sveivtep S8 ats. 1 og_m,ﬁn,go,m of Just governasst, the
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government must be aware that M': any time it resolutely fails to
perform its duties, it is the perogative and duty of the people

to protest that government. In this view an occurrence such as the
Boston Tea Party is a perfectly justified action by the people. Such
uprisings were advocated not for the purpose of social revolution

(as happened to be necessary in France), but rather for the purpose
of airing specific grisvances, and reminding the government of the
power ofsits people to keep it funotioning in its proper sphere,

for “wiat country can pressrve its libertiss, if its rulers are not
annod from time to time, that...(its) psople preserve the spirit

of nuaunco?"” Before the revolution in the colonies vutunco[wu
often seen as an alliance of the thixd estate and the upper class of
America, the “natural aristoorsoy” of talent and service, against

the Crown, Jefferson thought that these “sacred and sovereign” rights
of punishment reserved in the hands of the people should be used

only in “cases of extzems necessity”, 20 put he 414 argus that the
riot, or popularx uprising, m a legitimate actios of society against

an oppressive government.
E” i

uumuugmmmummwjmw

through deception or design; it is asothes when just government, once
ostablished, slips out of the peeple’s control. Although the moral
sense is ismate, Jefferson granted that the satural puspensity to social
viztus and fulfillment of duties and grotection of rights is oftea mot

. A
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Jefferson acknowledged having fallen prey to himself. When virtue is
threstened, republican government is threatened. Chief among the sub-
verters of virtus in a republic are the people’s ignorance of their
rights, the temptations of private wealth, and the temptations of
private 1ife. '

The pursuit of wealth turned men's attention from the public
to the private sector. hils private life was removed from the stimu-
mm}/w fulfillment of the public arens and from oontact with the
leading issuves of the day; it was 3lso far removed from ths tensions,
frustrations, L‘ failures of the ‘corrupt and infamous' world of
government. Jefferson wrote to James Monroe, “No state has a perpetusl
tight to the services of all it's mesbers...This ml(d be lhnry."u
Ho believed strongly in the rewvards of political 1life and almost always
answered the call of duty, dbut be complained about being draswn from
the “hearth of domestic 14£b*s his homs st tanisy, books, and the
mu m«u 1in gardening, uoumun, science, mathematics,
m umummm filled his time., It is one
ofmmnmumuu:m 1ife, that once a people’s
zights are secured, Mmhuummmmhﬁmuu
sealth, which, um; mmmmmmnm
sights, the m of duty snd pwblic sotivity, ’ ,

Sihtoadlh Sancucy Rnsziss




an Merican republic was his mlw in the virtues of a socisty
primarily composed of yeoman farmers. fHe believed that the main
fabric of American life consisted of small, independent farmers and
pionssrs who were brought up in the practics of independsnce and self-
government. While there ars “occasional overtones of a romantic
attituds toward rursl 1ife” in Jefferson,’’ to a large degree his
opinions reflect the influence of Prench physiocratic thought. In
the second half of du eighteenth century this economic and social
body of thought found brief support in pre~fevolutionary France, and
forsed the theorstical basis of ninetssnth century capitaliss.
Boonomists and thinkers such ss Turgot (Reflexions sur ls formstion
ot 1a distribution dps richesses, 1769-70) and Quesnay proposed that
“man is by nature soquisitive and competitive; and if his ‘aature is
freed from unnscessary trammels he will astonish the world with the
Quatity, varisty, aa exellsscs of his products.*’) o, let |
Bature (ia Geask, phyple) rule (kEstain)) let men's setural Lnstinots
guide his activieies. Quesnsy's Tabjesy boosomiqus (1758) “condamned
Lamity as & vasteful use of wealth that sight have bess employed to
puoduce griater verilh,* What interested Jettarson meet vas the

T

ganeral physigaratie Bolief thet vealth, snd hagpisess, grous fastes
wm;n-mmrutmtbu s protezence for &
govexissnt. thet govesmed Least vas s part as asho of shysiocretis




Jefferson's opinion was that farmers are inherently virtuous
because of their w‘ny of life. “Those who labor in the earth are
the chosen people of God, if ever He had a chosen peopls, whose
breasts he has made #is psculiar deposit for substantial and genuine
virtue. It is 8 focus in which he keeps alive that sacred fire, which

5 Because of the

otherwise might escape from the face of the u:th."z
quality of their lives ~ their social interdependence, their toil and
industry, their economy, their eimplicity and lack of worldly

nphutuatibn = they are the least llﬁcly of any people to be drawn

away from the tenets of virtuous living. 7The moral sense anp the quality

of Mmerica's wr- wetrs securs vhen they were founded on nl society of
busbandmen, for *Corruption of morals in the mass of cultivators is
amnla"nnonotwlfm no age nor nation has t'mf/mdmmu.““
Jefferson's praiss of the small farmer is also praise of small
independent property owners as the stable basis of society. In
physiacratic thought, Mnadumu of the land are ths only

seurces of veaith. 1Im order that America survive as a the kind

of soolety Jefferson envisioned, it was neaessary that thexe be a
unuu_uﬂuntyu as the population grev, Ne wrote to
Janes Madision in 1787; “ 6
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In his concern for maintaining the virtue of the yeoman farmer,
Jefferaon was beset by problema both of needing sxpansion to the weat
to provide more land, and of nMw preventing the oouu:punq influences
of Burope from antering at the other border. In the latter case he
was not always auccesaful, but in his first term as Preaident Jefferson
arranged thelouisiana Purchase and thus nearly doubled the lamd
available to Americans. /

Jefferson's theory of the incorruptibility of farmexrs and their
inherent goodness has many aspects; ofie is his belief that virtue is
nourished by lndmn;omc. Boonomic freedom ia direotly linked to
political fresdom:. At thia sarly stage of the country's development
farmers exiated in a 'household economy', where they l'ldt nearly all
they uﬁod. They had very little to do with the market or with trade.
The aimplicity of their n;no was enforoed by economic isolation; there
were simply not many goods to _whioh the farmers had access or could
afford, Corruption “is ﬂfo wark sst on thoss, who, not looking up to
heaven, to their o\m} soil and induatry, as does the husbandman, for
their subsistence, depend for it on the casualties and caprice of
custoners. . .Dependence begets aubservience and venality, suffocates
the germ of virtue, and prepares fit toola for the deaigns of anbnloh.““

The independénce of the small farmer contributed o virtus also |
in hh; it toughened one; it made one familiar with struggle and hard
work. There were countless good effects brought about by industrious-
ness - h\m-u are nu-ly idle = both to increase hppiress and to
ocombat m and inactivity. As Jefferson advised hia young
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Jwghtcr. *of all the cankers of hm happiness none corrodes with

30 silent, yet 20 banefull a tooth, as indolence.™ Ne wrote further,
"It is part of the American character to consider nothing a deaperaty -
to surmount every difficulty by resclution and contrivance. In Europe
there are shops for svery want: its inhabitants thersfore have no

idea that their wants can be furnished othond.n.”“ The cowparison

of American life to the softness, lasiness, and unscrupulouansas that
oharacterisd life in Burope was great. Even the peasants there, who,
Jefterason was wall assured, suffered no ill effects from the temptations
of lurury, were uim:odc they ware continvally exposed to greed lﬁd
cowardice, to mervility and fawming dcpcndo&eo. in addition to the

e
" discrepancies between wealth and poverty. Imitation being the way of

z

all Réatim. th. lthrgn to virtus was cbvious. Discrepancies in
wealth existed on this continent, but tt: the moat part the problems
of inorln were at dJn early atage (problems of poverty, of the condition
of pecple at the beginning of the industrial era), were not very obvious
in scope or character, and were for the most part oconfined to the cities,
- In wddition to the fast thnt/ the delief that land was wealth
could #ind little to *!onur in cities, Jefforaon sensed thers was. some-
thing in the basic life of cities that invited corruption. One found
servilicty, and lack of indeppndence; Jefferaon perceived that the harm
of oities was in the i1l effects of crowding people together; “The
noba of great cities add just 30 much to the support of pure governmeat,
as sore do to the {"""'“" of the‘human body.#0 we comented while

} . -
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travelling in the south of France in 1787 that he saw few chateaun
and no farm=houses, as all the pecple were gathered together in
villages, and that it was cartain "that they are less Mppy and
less virtuous in villages, than they would be insulated ‘with their
familiea on the grounds they cultivate." n

While pleading a convincing case for self=sufficiency, Jeffexrson
found an equally attractive characteristic of the American husbandman
to be hia sense of cooperation and interdependence with his neighdors, ‘
Country life gave rise to helpful social relationa among people, becauas
there vere 20 many tasks that the individual could not perform
alone, In addition to the practice of aslf-government, the need to |
work together to harveat crops, plant their fields, and build their
howes 'Onhnnmd feelinga of brotherhood, nt_poopl'o to society, and
worked against selfishness and isclation.

In order that virtue and the American republic survive, the
country must have a thinm primarily of yeowman farmers, and, in ] J
turn, in order for their way of life to continue, the country must
remain perpetually at the stage of a housshold sconomy. Jofhngn
wrotes to a Dutch businessman, "“You ask what I think on the ;whmw
of encouraging our States toc be commrcial? Were I to indulge ny own
theory, I should wish them to practise neither commerce nor navigation,
but to atand, with respect to Europs, precisely on the footing of
China. We should thus avoid all wars, and all our citizens would be
nusbandmen.”> But he did not thimk that courss of events Lrely and

acknovledged, "Our pecple have a depided taste for navigation ad
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ocommerce. " n T™e "peculiar vices of commerce™ are ita excesaes,

the “greedineas for wealth" it occasions, and its “fantastical
oxpenae” which degrade the minda of the eitiﬁo." ‘

All the qualities of the husbandman's 1ife work to counter
human weakneass by fostering attachment to rather apartan cbjsots and
values ('spartan’ being my word, not Jefferson's). It is an insulated
life, as Jefferson admits. - Alao, attachment to the farm, the family,
and the simple pleasures of scciety and country life ia easily
undermined. 1If society becomes corrupt and weak, pecple will become
as vt;lm. tor .ﬂny will fall to devouring one another for goods and
for the gratification of externmally oreated desires that ocan never

!
be satisfied.

Bdvoation

Demooratic republican life in the ;olon!.n was vitally linked
to the manners of the people. If their lives came to reflect sentiments
other than freedom and virtue, the h?rlm npubuq would cease to
Te3t onh those Neceasdry and ¢ood characteristios. Jefferson believed
that the wost effective way to guard the apirit of the pecple was
through education. FKnovledge makes man wore powerful, safe, and happy,
according to the standards of his time, his surroundings, and his
personal uhm:.“’ In the ﬁp\buo. sducation exercises the moral senss,
strengthens the pecple‘s avareness of the walve of independence and
self-government, and cultivates virtue amd freedom. “If a mation sxpects
t be ignorant and fres," Jufferson rwmarked, it expects What never
was and never will be." “’ !

3
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Por Jeftferson, M rested upon two foundations:
1) an enlightoned moral fibre in the people; and 2) their first hand
knowledge of government and its workinga, and of their rights amd
reaponsibilities in relation to it. When the authority of government
rests with the people, to leave them in ignorance is to invite

disaster, given the nature of govermment and mam:

In every government on earth is aome trace of human
weakness, asome germ of corruption and degeneraay,
which cunning will discover, and wickedneas insensibly
open, oultivate, and improve. Every government
degenerates when trusted to the rulers of the pecple
alone. The pecple themselves therefore are its only
safe depositories. And to render them safs, ;hclr
»inds must be improved to a certain degres. 3

One of Jefferson's hopes for the ocontinued health of the
Amsrican republic was a populace of untutored, virtuoua farmers,
"God's choaen people, if ever he had one™, who, in order to be the
"safe depoaitories” of freedom, must not be too untutored. They
uhou‘ld be carefully educated "fto a certain degree”, and the limits
of this education are lmmé in the purposes Jefferson wanted it
to acoomplish.

The esighteenth century was characteriased by a spreading interest
in education. There was the huge success of dictionaries, "outlines®,
and the Encyclopedie of the philoscophes in Erance in the aid-seventeen
hundreda. Literacy was increasing. The Bnlightenment fought against
darkness) enlightened thought would combat superstition, cultiwvate

reason,aand thus the wwole ml.d.” Jeffarson hoped o make sducation

b
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to a oertain level free to ali. and he wanted to inatitute centers

of higher education for those ('r?gn the general papulace who proved
exceptional. q-!hrmn‘; educational plans aimed at freedom from
ecclesiastical influence in all schools in the np\\bue““ Writing of
the revision of the Constitution of Virginia, Jefferson stated that the
o‘b\iwt of some of the lawa he proposed was "to provide an education
adapted to the years, to the capacity, and the condition of every one,

. 410
and directed 'to their freedom and happiness.”

light al Sens

P4
Nr’t. education snhances our moral sensibilities. Civilized

life places people in "the enjoyment of their natural equality." It
*teaches us to aubdue the selfish paniona.“.‘\‘ht!ouoc; wrote, “and to
reapect thosé rights in others which we \;aluo in ourselves.” a Decause
of their impressionability, education is most important in the young.
Ingt%uction in the "first slements of morality" combined with the
developing powers of judgment "may teach them (the young) how to work
out their own greatest Mppir'au'.\by showing them mt it does not deperd
on-the condition of life in which chance has placed them, but is always
the result of a good conscience, good health, and freedom in all ‘
juat pun\utto.“‘z

Jefferaon was confident that if one “take from man his selfish
propensities....he can m'v‘_mt_im\o to seduce him from the practice
of virtue." Further in the same letter he continued, “Or subdue those .

propensitiss by education, instruction or restraint, amd virtue

“*
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remains without a competitor." 9 Because the moral sense ia »0
faithfully a part of us, and becauss it ia necessary for our
happineas, when it is wanting or .twp\orhot. “we ondeavor to aupply
the defect by education, by appeals to reason and nleuhuon.‘ ,by
presenting to the being 30 unhappily conformed other motives to do
good and eachevw ovn.““

I ever a life of virtus and liberty were attainable, the time
and place were in simple, rural America of the late eighteenth and
early ninetesnth centuries. It was the very conditions of the people's
farning lives that gave rise to Jefferson's hapes. N§ Jefferson
worried .nbovt maintaining the health of society, and about what would
happen if the people’s attitudes and manner of life ‘ohmm in such
& vay that virtue and the republic were threatened. He acknowledged
that this was & great danger as the esconony expanded. Perhaps as their
/nm grew largers &d their wealth increased, farmers woulad be m&poud
to an increasingly affluent life. Once the simple life was called into
question, and once pecple develaped new desires, Jefferson was
unhappily certain that without deterrents they would choose to continue,
.abtorbed "in the mole pursuit of making money", unaindful of the
rights, duties, and fellow men. Bquality and fellow-feeling woulll be
endangered in the marketplace. One deterrent was to educate e to
the virtues of simple farwming life and to the avils of excessive
wealth and l;bnqmnt idleneas, malaise, and apathy, with their
hppiness in nind, and thus snsure the health otAeh' republic against

-




the inevitability of economic expansion and soms greater d’oqm of |
affluence. The tond-m:; might be to fall ptey to the temptations

of wealth and the exclusive pursuit of private gain, but Jefferson
sav in popular education a means to combat thias mkm;n and maintain

harmonious society.

Political Bdvoasion

In the American republic, all education was in effect political
and uoéhl esducation. "A little attention...to the mature of the
husn mind evinces that the entertainments of fiction are useful as
well as pleasant," Jefferson wrote to Robert Skipworth with "“a Liat
of Booka for a Private Library®, "...But whexein is it's utility, aasks
the reverend sage...l anawer, everything is useful which contributes
o fix us in the principles and pr;ctlm of vtrt\n.““ Apart from
basic literacy, the most educative .;:porhm of early Americans was
the practice of self-government that had been the heritage of generations
settled in the new world. Thers, in the actions of daily life, the
populace was instructed in government, wisdom, duty, and rational
discourse. This was the beat education possible, because in addition
to teaching, ‘n. constantly enforced and cultivated those qualities by
their use in practical atfairs.

Political education in the republioc is in part a training in
vigilance; pecple are nuhnd "guardians of their own liberty™ when

j
they know their righta, treasure their freedos, and regaxd thameslves
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as the only "safe depositories® o!.tho well-baing of government and
society., "Bducate and inform the whole maas of the people,”
Jefferson wrote, "Enable them to ses that it ia their intexest to
preserve peace and order, and they will preserve t.hn.““

Unfortunately a discusaion of the xes publice of ancient
thought ia out of the bounda of thias easay, for it would be informative.
The ancienta' views on republican and public life are significant
in Jo!‘!pnon‘; thought, We cho‘ encounter the problem of political
language, of ours compared to the ancients, and even of ours compared
to Jefferson's. Our understanding of ‘liberty' is possibly quite
different than Jefferson's, in apite of our common western heritage.

As discussed in his thought, ‘participation' and 'public life' ring
hollow when thay are underatood as a matter of casting votes. Jefferson
believed in the virtues of publio life, knowing well that the political
arena is rift with ocorruption, personal frustration, and pattinesa.
Virtue, not wealth, was Jefferson's goal in Amerioa; the practica

of the affaira of the public secured reaponsive government and enhanced
personal happiness. BSelf-government brought pecple together, cultivated
the moral sense, involved them in the life of thol community and in the
concern for the welfare of others as well as their owmn 'ﬂqhu.

Jefferson feared that once government was sstablished in America,
pecple would withdraw from the rigors and duties of public 1ife to the
domestic ease and security and “egoism™ of the private realm, vhere
they were fres to pursue their imdividual intereats. Jefferson felt that
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the practice 9: virtue and a natural ethic in true Christian morality
would help create a balance hetween social and individual happineas.

0 But Jeffersonrealimed thia might not be an adequate addreaa to the
problem of liberty, which is a wore political iasue. Ariastotle
commented that liberty is an experience before becoming a principle,
and no one ocan talk of liberty without having experienced it. Now are
men to be made aware of thea importance of liberty, once it has been
secured aa well aa possible by law? This is the task of political
odmu’on. as far as it ia poasible to 'teach ln‘:‘uw.‘ ™e basis of
the republic ia thq active pntiqtpttlon of ita wmewmbers; political
education would be best accomplished by preserving local units of
qommné. When a populace growa large, and representation and
centralization become the mode of government, the people are given
little encouragement to participate in decision making and governing:
and feelings of apathy and irreaponsibility in regard to the actions
of government are increased,

By Jefferson's own admission, as far as political education
and the sxperience of liberty were concerned, the best moment of the
republic had already passed. The Mvolution created an auvapicious
mowent in America, when rulers were honest and the peaple united;
Jefferson's conviction was that unfortunately thias M& would not
endurs, “from the conclusion of this war we shall be going downhill."*’
/I/n pre=revolutionary and revolutionary days nearly all were involved

@ " on one side or the other of e British question and the bid for
/ independence; political life was inseparable from any other.

\\
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In these yeara the idea of sacrificing oneself to the establishmgnt
of the republic was wideapread. It was an historically conaciocua
age. On November 11, 1778, John Page wrote passionately amd hurriedly
to Jefferson, "We care not for our Towna, and the Destruction of owr
Houses would not coat us a 8igh... (I have) such Concern for the Publie
at large that I have not and can not think of my own puny Peracnh and
tnsignificant Affairs..." 4®

‘M the war was decided and the passion of the revolution sbbed,
there was no longer the need for avery man's active partiocipation.
The country turned to the more mundane and oentralized peace time )
occcupations of forming a government, drafting a conatitution, providing
internal astability, and dealing with foreign powers. These were
activities in whioch Jefferson took .‘mn part, Political uﬁ continued
but socoisty was allowed to withdraw from the center atage of events;
the practice and experience of libarty were lessened. h::mcnutiom
lav=making, and the “machine of government™ came to exist removed from
the every day lives of the majority of the citizens.:

The republic was ’M at one mowment in time, by the
individuals of one generation, and in the normal course of events their
exparience d not Do repeated. Jefferson thought it was important
to involve @ peraon in the task of securing and exercising freedom
M was twmtmnomaummldhw&;m *to

beyin the world over agein. Lt .
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Rarly American life had provided an exercise in liberty,
right and self-government, The queation for Jefferson was: Now
much could political education accomplish? MNow much can be taught of
liberxty by improving pecple's minds ‘'to a certain degree'? Could educa-
tion make pecple love libertyl 'And, following from this, the dilewms
for the republic was: Can yln\n be snhanced enough to preserve the
republic once government M‘ wore centralized and vigilance was not
as immediate an experience o{tho peaple? Now secure is virtue, if it

is only a matter of time before the people turn their attention from

\ °

public affairs?

The point, for Jefferason, was that education 14 go only so far
in assuring an enlightened moral sense and political tion. BRduontion
oan atrenghten virtue, but it cannot guarantee it. mw of libearcy
and the practice of virtue are both qualities ¥hat cannot be taught; they
must be lived. The moral aense cannot be exercised in a vacuum; there
st be an snviroment that encourages its use. The survival of the
republic rests upon the experience and praoctice of liberty and virtue.
Only when that experience h. assured, can problems of society, such
as corruption and weakness, be esffectively countered, and the hedlth
and soundness of the republic be maintained through the years. It
the practice of virtue and the ;n:otn of the moral sense could be
assured beyond the ‘cu\muon of the Mounding Fathers, the nhecesmry
virtue in society, and from acciety %o qomt. would be n:aund.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION

"We can no longer say there is nothing nww under the sun,”
Jefferson wrots to Joseph Priestley on Narch 21, 1801. “For this whole
chapter in the history of man is new. The great extent of our republic
iz new. It's sparse habitation is m..."l In Amexica, the aim of
the n?\bue Was to secure virtue, guard against corruption, and main-
tain freedom. Jefferson sought a guarantee of a government responsive
to the will of its citizens, and a guarantee of vigilant, freedom-
loving citizens who would closely monitor the actions of government.
™he republic in America would throw off bad government, the corrupt
church, and feudal superstition, and live by the unfettered usé¢ of
reascn and by the harmonious rule of equals. In the new world, most
problens are external;if not oppressed, society will flourish. Howewer,
thers ware problems) h@n nature is often weak and society.was found
wanting in some respects. In Jefferson's view of wman and of the republic,
one finds both cptimistic (Tooqueville considered him “the wost powerful
advocate democrecy has aver sent forth"2) and pessimistic elements.

Now could he reconcile his great faith im the people and in the powers
of zeason to improve the lot of man, with a conviction of the inherent




weakneas of maih? Jafferson writea of man's tendency to fall prey to
desire and fear, which is, in fact, a tendency to corruption. How ocould
both views come to rest in his idea of -a democratic republic?

the answer lies precisely in that two-fold yiew of man. ' Nan and
tha republic have great potential; but to be mli N viy and freedom
mst be exercised. They must be known by experience. To be virtuous,
one must have the opportunity to be virtuous. As the wmoral instinct
in pu;t of man's physical constitution, and the foundation of worality
is the physical well-being of this sense, it must be exercised. These
quluti.u of man, necessary for his freedom and happiness, are fragile
attributes. They cannot be guaranteed by legislation or sducation.
Without conatant use, they degenerate; they 1,030 their strength and
resiliency.

What iz necessary f£or the health of society and the republic is
the guarantee of the practics of virtue and the experience of liberty.
Conditions must exist in society that Wm the day-to-day sxercise
of the moral sense and the practice of self-government. Virtue and the
love of freedom are nurtured in a hm;thy environment; wan must not live
in fear or greed. - ™

In Jefferason'as thought the assurance of the practice of virtue
rested uwpon the ind of society; thias is one reason that the
distinction betwsen society and goverrment is a0 important. In colonial
America the people had-matured in the practice of virtue and self-govern-
ment. M\r reliance on extranecus things was very limited. Of necessity,
they supplied their own needs: they built their homes, grew their foed,
governed themselves, helped one another. | Government as lav-making ar

&hictnuon was not important to them. When England wiolated the
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tighta of coloniata, even further independence was the result; the

Deqlaration of Independence stated that the colonies "m; and of vight
ought to bae free and independent Itlt'l“.

The issue for Jefferson always was of the danger of the corruption
of vix"tuo. and through it, liberty and government. The degres that
Americans had to depend on others (structures or pacpls) was the degree
to which the practice of virtue was mk.mti. the strength and inde-
pendence of the people weakened, and the way opened to corruption.

In America, if things were not to be as they weres in Europe, independence
must be maintained. In Europe, the people had no idea they could furnish
their wants other than by servility or cajolery. Europsans must rely

on shops or unscrupulousness; Americans surmount difficulties by reso-
lution and harxd work. In independent America, the pecple will not grow
soft, “effeminate”, prey to the designs or others, or to their own passions.

Jefferson believed that virtue md self-government, the love of
liberty and right, cannot be maintained by education or legislation.
Virtue cannot be legislated, but the conditions for the practice of virtue,
ocan ba established by law; government oould be sstablished that aimed to
waintain the autonomy of mloty.\ Believing this, Jefferson sought to

create with government the conditions of independerice and thus the

- pnctico@fvlrt\n. lomudnrat:hndbom"nrymuc

government.”™ As an advocate of local government and decentralization,

8B an gtticc-holdc: sgainst federalism and the consolidation of power ia
too few hands, he sought to permit society to {Eloutilh. We find the desire
to allow sen to nlnnn self-reliant in his efforts to enact laws providiang

/
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religibua freedom and freedom of opinion) in his efforts to eatablish
odueatlion in the colonies) and in his favoring of an agriculture
sconomy, which provided oeono-ic‘indmndcneo.

Az a political actor, Jefferson did not aim primarily to establish
parallel structures of government. That was not qov*mnnt'l main »
purpose, and in fact, excessive government building was mm to society
and to the republic. By centralizing and consolidating powery one
removed government from the people and increased the likelihood of the
corruption of governors. If one took away the independence and self-

- reliance of society by not requiring the exercise of social and political
qualities, one turned people from social and public spiritedness to
excessive privatism, "fd invited corruption.

As an exerciser ;2 power, Jefferson tried to give more psychological,
social, economic, and political spate to society. Society was healthiest ‘
when people lived aut:ono\nly.. as_they did in the colonies hefore the
eatablishment of the United States, and bo!on‘\ goverment making and
government centralization existed on any large scale. Jefferson aimed
to preserve the mpirit of t!ho people, as the basis upon which the

|

republic rested. |

T— ‘although Jetferson tried to legislate to ensure the
autonomy and imdjum of society, he ultimately doubted that sven
legislation could adequately provide for man's need of the constant
experience of those qualities that provide his happiness and ensure
his freedom. This is an issus Jefferson never fully resolved; I raise




it as a comment on certain problem areas in Jefferson's thought about
the character of society and the assurance of virtus, Jefferaon
vondered whether it was possible under any goveranment, or even in
any environment known to man, for peaple to have a constant expearience
of virtue and liberty. BEvexy ‘monuon is not one of founders,
who have the chance to start the world over again. In u\y uuﬁum.
ordered situation of wman, how is the original experience (and the sense
of persondl and political inwlvement) to be pressrved, beyond the moment
of founding?
Jefferson ancountered problems in his notion of the character
of society - man's potential, and yet his weakness - and with likelihood
of gquaranteeing the daily exercise o;t virtue that his idea of a democratic
npubllic demanded. One ampect of this is Jefferson's belief in the
debilitating effects o/£ the passage of time on men and on institutions.
Jefferson thought there was an inevitable decay in and corruption
of both people and Lnltiﬁutiot}c with time. He atated that the spirit
of ‘th. tines “m alter, will alter™, and with his recognition of
continual change in the world, that “nothing is unchangeable but the
inherent and inalisnable rights of man," he proposed that the passage
of time is inevitably for the worse. Ne continues, "Our rulers will
become corrupt, our people eml.ou." g
Although man is basically good, he is weak and tends toward the
surrendexr of his.rational sensibilities to the dictates of his emotions
and desires. Unfortunately there are sufficient temptations in any
situaticn to bring sbout man's fall from virtue. If man does attain

virtue, in himself and his govermment, his efforts are somehow doomed

-~
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from the baginning. Corruption and breakdown are inevitable; the

question becomes simply, !‘htn? How long can virtue be maintained?
Since the passage of ‘time works to exrode good in both people

and government, there is the utmoat need to take advantage of certain

favorable periods in history to establish a framework for government.

During the American Revolution Jefferson wrote:

"It can never be too often repeated, that the time

for fixing every easential right on a legal basia is
,uhno our rulers are honest and curselves united. From
' the conclusion of this war we ahall be going downhill.¢

"Every essential right" did not mean that tholuholo legal code
of a government should be fixed at any one moment in time, intending
to endure for ages, however auspicious that mowent might be. All
thinvs change, the laws and their applicability and relevance as much
as the dispositions of people. 7o establish a political order and govern
well, one must allow for a great deal of change within the proposed
v structure. Change will come regardless, and to be prepared for it and
its debilitating effect iz the wisdom of the succesaful government.

Rowever, successful is not always enough to guarantee
the practice and the experience of virtue, liberty, and self-government
that is necessary for the health of society. What is moat important is
the spirit of the pecple and the quality of their mamners. There are
elements in Jefferson's thought that suggest he felt it was a necessity
and a right of society to preserve, or relive, that founding exparience.
Although' not explicitly stated, it is one way Jefferson tried to deal
with the problen of time and man's weakness.
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A mentioned in cm:ur Four, Jefferson wéa not afraid
of disturbinces in the.bdody politic occasioned by l e psople for the
WLO of stating grievances and reminding the governors what wage
their proper duties and the source of their power. Jefferson did
wore than simply give his approval to people‘'s uprisings; specifically,
‘ he went 20 far as to advoocto rsbellion every twenty years.

On hearing of Shay's Rebellion in 1787 he commented, “God
‘ 7

forbid we should ever be twenty years without such a nbclnoa."s

T™hat uprising, although based on misconceptions, was not to be too
harshly criticized, for the people had acted against what they thought
. to be unjust government actions, and /“if they (the people) remain
quiet under such misconceptions, it is a hm. the forexunner

of death to the public liberty.

«v+can history produce an inatance of rebellion
(Shay 's) so honorably conducted?...let them take
ArNe...What signifies a few lives Jost in a
cnetury or two? The tree of liberty must be
refreshed from time to tiwme, with the blood of
patriots and tyrants. It is its natural
BARUKS. . .

Jefferson wrote to James Nadison, “I hold it, that a little
rebsllion, now and then, is a good thing, and as necessary in the
political world.as storms in the physical....It is a medicine necsssary
for the sound health of qonmt." In this case Jefferson was
nfcrr;.nq to the vigilance of the people, but it is also interesting,
and quite another issue, to note that Jo\!!m advooated not only

rebellion occasioned by apecific grievances any necessary time, but
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rebellion every twenty years, This is not & random number, but is

one chosen because of Jo!‘torm‘a viewa on the rights of generations
of people throavh time. (hv attempting to formulate legislation that
would subject the Constitution to periodic revision Jefferson wrote:

Lat uss.avail ourselves of our reason and
experisnce, to correct the rude essays of our first
and unexperienced, although wise, virtucus, and well-
»eaning Councils...let us provide in our Constituti
for its revision at stated periocds., What these perivds
should be nature herself dictates. By the European
tables of mortality, of the adults living at any one
moment of tims, a sajority will be dead in about nine-
teen yesars. At the end of that period, then, a n
majority hem into placep or, in other words, § new
generation,

In this statemant Jefferson draws a parallel between
rights ‘ot sajorities and the rights of human generations - more
oxplicitly, certain rights to waich each separate generation is
ntiuc‘d. In such the same way that he insisted that the pecple
have the right to choose their governors and call their government
to task when it abused its powers, Jefferson proposed that svery
gensration had by nature, and should have by law, certain fundamental
rights. Among these were the rights of self-detemination and self-
govermsent; Jefferson oufau to propose ﬁn: esach vomnu/on Tnc

the opportunity to stErt anew, to begin again in choosing its
govermment and way of ordering society,

! in



The Rejection of Virtue and the Republic

\ What Jefferson tied to create wam a democratiec npubﬂe.i in

which government would be kept close to the pecple and the pecple would
be virtuous. In the practice of virtue in :lndq;ondmt Aserica,
society's good hulth‘and the public spiritedness necessary for liberty
would be preserved. BEarly in the republic's life, in Constitutiomal
thought, the democratic republic was rejected as a feasible or even
desirable goal. The notion of dongoucy and representative qov.mt
svolved sven further from traditional categories. In America a new
kind of government was forged, based neither on virtue nor any traditional
notion of “mixed" 'qovcrmnt. The Federalists devised a government of
checks and balances. The selfish nature of man was ‘surrendered to as ‘
the !ou:@inq principle of government; Jefferson, with the faith of
the democrat, believed thére were selfish as well ag otho'r qualities in
man. A

In Politics and Viajon Sheldon Wolln writes of the constitutional
theory of sarly America, that poot;.-rcvoluuomry thought had nothing to
do with virtue:

' The Pederalists had accepted as axiomatic that the shape

 of conatitutional government was dictated by the selfish
nature of man and his relentless pursuit of interest. The
question, in other words, was how constituticnalize a Hobbesian
society. The answer, moreover, was trus to the spirit of Hobbes:
‘But what if government itself but the greatest of all reflec-
tions on human nature? If men were angels, no goverrment
would be necessary.? .

The United States Constitution is a great ﬁctuy for govermment.
Jefferson approved of the constitution, dbut, as mentioned earlier, he never

Yoyl )




thought law, government, or even order ware the most important things

in the world, compared ta the concerns of the peaple. Wolin commenta
that in "tho Federalists' concern for government, “the aim of a

political organization"™ such as was sought in constitutional tho)oq

"was not to educate men, but to deploy them; not to alter their moral
character, but to arrange institutions in such a manner that human(Urives
would cancel each other, or without conscious intent, be deflected towards

” 10
the common good."

Wealth and the pursuit of interest, not the practice of virtue,
bacame the motivating force of the United States; hence, it ceased to
be a republic. No longer need Americans \!ul. concern for, as Jefferson
wrote to John Taylor in 1816, the “good moral principles of our government.

The framers of the constitution managed to do away with the republic.

As John Schaar noted not long ago:

The governors are nc more or no less virtuous
than the governed. The secret of the whole system
is that it does hot regquire virtue for success.
The rav materials of interest, envy, and ambition,
processed through the machinery of checks and
balances and separations of powers, smerge ml
finished form as Justice, liberty, and oxder.

Government did not reed the virtus®and vigilance of the agple;
all it really required was that they sue their own interests. A
apposed to the Federalists, Jefferson belie that government should ' -
conoern iteelf with morality. Ne saw the need of eduoating men, and
he sought the cultivition of man's moral characteristics. Government
exists to protect and aid oo;ht.yo it does not perform its duties by

]
precccupation with building its own structures, or by removing itself

P
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rom .clon contact with the people, For Jefferaon, virtue im a democratic

‘ -~
republic was necessary for good government, for the experienve of freedom,
' and for the health of the apecies.’ °
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APPENDIX I

Thomas Jefferson to William Short, October 31, 1819, Monticello (in Peden
and Koch, op.cit., 693-697)

...As you say of yourself, I too am an Epicurcan. I consider

' the genuine (hot the imputed) doctrines of Epicurus as containing
everything rational in moral philosophy which Greece and Rome have left
us. Epictetus indeed, has given us what was good of the Stoics; all
beyond, of their dogmas, being hypocrisy and grimace. Their great

crime was in their calumnies of Epicurus and misrepresentations of his
doctrines; in which we lament to see the candid character of Cicero
engaging as an accomplice. Diffuse, vapid, rhetorical, but enchanting.
His prototype Plato, eloguent as himself, dealing out mysticisms incom-
prehensible to the human mind, has been deified by certain sects usurping
the name of Christians; because, in his foggy conceptions, they found

a basis of impenetrable darkness whereon to rear fabrications as delirious,
of their own invention. These they fathered blasphemously on Him whom
they claimed as their Founder, but who would disclaim them with the indig-
nation which their caricatures of His religion so justly excite. Of
Socrates we have nothing genuine but in the Memorabilia of Xenophone;

for Plato makes him one of his Collocutors merely to cover his own whimsies
under the mantle of his name; a liberty of which are told Socrates himself
complained.  Seneca is indeed a fine moralist; disfiguring his work at
times with some Stoicisms, and affecting too much of antithesis and point,
yet giving us on the whole a great deal of sound and practical morality.

But the greatest of all the reformers of the depraved religion of His




l
own country, was Jesus of Nazareth. Abstracting what is really His

from the rubbish in which it 1s buried, easily distinguished by its
lustre from the dross of His biographers, and as separable from that as
the diamond from the dunghill, we have the outlines of a system of the
most Sublime morality which has ever fallen from the lips of man; outlines
which it is lamentable He did not live to fill up. Epictetus and Epicurus
\

give laws for governing ourselves, Jesus a supplement of the duties and
charities we owe to others. The establishment of the innocent anad
genuine character of this benevolent Moralist, and rescuing it from the
imputation of Imposture, which has resulted from artificial systems,*
invented by ultra-Christian sects, unauthorized by a single word ever
uttered by Him, is a most desirable object, and one to which Priestley has
successfully devoted his labors and learning. It would in time, it is to
be hoped, effect a quiet euthanasia of the heresies of bigotry and
fanaticism which have so ionq triunphed over human reason, and s0O generally
and deeply afflicted mankind; but this work is to be begun by winnowing
the grain from the chaff of the historians of His life. I have sometimes
thought of translating Epictetus (for he has never been tolerably trans-
lated into English) by adding the genuine doctrines of Epicurus from the
Syntagma of Gassendi, and an abstract from the Evangelists of whatever has
the stamp of the eloquence and fine imagination of Jesus....

I will place under thisﬁ; syllabus of the doctrines of Epicurus,
someswhat in the lapidary style, which I wrote some twenty years ago; a

like one of the philosophy of Jesus, of nearly the sams age, is too iony to

be copied...

* E.g. The immaculate conception of Jesus, His deification, the creation
of the world by Him, His miraculous powers, Bis resurrection and
visible ascension, His corporeal presence in Eucharist, th(’h
Trinity, original sin, atonement, regeneration, election, orders
of Hierarchy, etc. (Jefferson's footnote)

. *




| Syllabus of the doctrines of Epicurus

Physical--The Universe eternal.

Its parts, great and small, interchangeable.

Matter and Voiad alone.

Notion inherent in matter which is weighty and declining.

Eternal circulation of the elements of bodies.

Gods, an order of beings next superior to man, enjoying in their sphere,
their own felicities; but not meddling with the concerns of the scale of
beings below them.

Noral--Happiness the aim of life.

Virtue the foundation of happiness.

Utility the test of virtue.

Pleasure active and In-do-lent.

Active, consists in agreeable motion; it is not happiness, but the means
to produce it.

Thus the absence of hunger is an arxticle of felicity; eating the means

to produce it.
The sumemm bonun is to be not pained in body, nor troubled in mind.

i.e., In-do-lence of ia\oey, tranquillity of mind.
70 procure tranquillity of mind we must avoid desire and fear, the two
principle diseasas of mv.

Nan is a free agent.

\ \

Virtue consists in 1. Prudence. 2. Yesperance. 3. Mtfltmdo. 4. Justice.
® -

70 which m opposed, 1. Folly. 2. Desire. 3. Fear. 4. Deceit.




BIBLIOGRAPHY

WORKS OF JEFFERSON, EDITED:

Boyd, Julian P., ed., The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 18 volumes,
(Princeton, 1951 - 1971).

Boyd, Julian P., The Declaration of Independence, the evolution of
the text as shown in facsimiles of various drafts by its
author, Thomas Jefferson, (Princeton, 1945).

Batts, Edwin Morris, ed., Thomas Jefferson's Farm Book, *in: "American
Philosophical Society Memoirs," v. 35, 1953).

Betts, Edwin Morris, ed., Thomas Jefferson's Garden Book, 1776 - 1824,
{The American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia, 1944).

Ford, Paul L., ed., The Writings of Thomas Jefferson, 10 volumes,
{New York, 1892-99).

Kimball, Fiske, Thomas Jefferson, Architect, original designs in the
Coolidge Collection of the Massachusetts Historical Society,
with an essay and notes by Kimball, (New York, 1968).

Xoch, Adrienne, and Peden, William, eds., The Life and Selected
Writings of Thowmas Jefferson, (New York, 1944).

Lipscomb, Andrew A., and Bergh, Albert E., eds., The Writings of
Thomas Jefferson, 20 volumes, (Washington, D.C., 1903).

WORKS BY JEFFERSON:

Jefferson, Thomas, A Summary View of the Rights of British America,
(Scholars' Facsimiles and Reprints, New York, 1943).

Jefferson, Thowmas, Notes on the State of Virginia, (second American
edition, Philadelphia, 1794; eighth edition, Boston, 1801).

Jefferson, Thomas, The Life and NMorals of Jesus of Nazareth,
extracted textually from the Gospels in Greek, Latin, French,
and English, together with a comparison of his doctrines with
those of others, (St. louis, 1902).

JEFFERSON'S CORRESPONDENCE:

Cappon, lester J., ed., The Adams-Jefferson letters, the complete
correspondence between Jefferson and Ablgail and John Adams,
(University of North Carolina Press, 1959).

Randolph, T.J., ed., Mewoir, Correspondence, and Miscellanies, . -\,
(Charlotteville, Va., -1829). o




BIBLIOGRAPHY

i
SECONDARY SOURCES:

Arendt, Hannah, On Revolution, (New York, 1965).

Arrowood, Charles Flinn, Thomas Jefferson and Bducation in a Republic,
(McGraw Hill, New York, 1930).

Bailyn, Bernard, The ldeological Origins of the American Revolution,
(Harvard University Press, 1967).

Bailyn, Bernard, The Origins of American Politics, The Charles K. Colver
Lectures, Brown University, (New York, 196S).

Barrett, William, Irrational Man, A Study in Existential Philosophy,
{New York, 1958).

Beard, Charles A., Economic Origins of Jeffersonian Democracy, (1915).

Boorstin, The Lost World of Thomas Jefferson, {(Boston, 1948).

Bowers, Claude G., Jefferson and Hamilton, (Boston and New York, 1925, 1953).

Brodie, Fawn N., Thomas Jefferson, An Intimate History, (New York, 1974&4).

Cassirer, Ernst, Philosophy of the Enlightenment, (Princeton University
Press, 1951). -

Crick, Bernard, ed., Machiavelli: The Bisc:%g edited with an intro-
duction, using the translation of Lesli . Walker, (Middlesex,
England, 1970).

Durant, William and Ariel, The Story of Civilization: Part IX, The
Age of Voltaire, (New York, 1965).

Durant, William and Ariel, The Story of Civilization: Part X, Rousseau
and Revolution, (New York, 1967).

D'Bntrévas. A.P., Natural Law, An Introduction to Legal Philosophy,
{(London, 1951).

Garrett, Wendall D., Thomas Jafferson Rediviwvus, (Barre, Massachusetts, 1971).

Rarris, ‘Ronald W., Reason and Nature in the Eighteenth Century, (London, 1968).

Laslett, Peter, ed., locke's Two Treatises of Government, a critical
edition with introduction and notes by Peter laslett, (Cambridge,
University Press, 1967).




R 7 A
- " (2 /AN f-‘"@"" - ~ Ya

BIBLIOGRAPHY 4

SECONDARY SOURCES, con't:

Lehmann, Karl, Thomas Jefferson, American Humanist, (University of
Chicago Press, 1967).

Moore, Barrington, Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy.
(Boston, 1966).

Norison, Samuel Eliot, Oxford History of the Amarican People,
{Oxford University Press, New York, 1965).
T—
Nusa, Nark, ed., Machiavelli's The Prince, translated and edited,
with an introduction by Nark Musa, bilingual edition, (New York, 1964).

Parrington, Vernmon L., Main Currents in American Thought, Vol. I., The
Colonial Nind, 1620 - 1800, (New York, 1927).

Plumb, In the Light of History, (New York, 1972).

Rogsiter, Clinton L., The Political Thought of the American Revolution,
{New York, 1963).

Carney, Frances N., and Schaar, John, “Circles of Watergate Hell,"
in: Solotaroff, Theodore, ed., American Raview 21, (New York,

October, 1974).

deToogqueville, Alexis, Democracy in America, Two Volumes, (New York, 196l1).

Williams, William Appleman, Contours of Amsrican History, (Cleveland, 1961).
Wolin, Sheldon, Politics and Vision, (New Jersay, 1960)}.




