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         “It is unfortunate that most people think the occurrences passing daily under the
            eyes, are either known to all the world, or not worth being known. They therefore
            do
            not give them place in their letters.” —TJ to John Page, 4 May 1786
         

         
      

      This book began, harmlessly enough, as a series of philosophical essays on Thomas
         Jefferson that were intended to be independently published in selected scholarly journals.
         I had no intention of binding them together in a book. Yet as I proceeded with the
         first essay, I began another and then another, without finishing the first. Before
         long, I had a collection of some five or six incomplete essays on distinct philosophical
         topics. In each distinct paper, I kept putting forth similar points, because I was
         making significant discoveries about Jefferson the philosopher—viz., I was finding
         unexpectedly considerable philosophical content in his numerous writings.
      

      
      Foremost among the discoveries, I found Jefferson to be a principled man, with a great
         regard for morality; morally correct action; religiosity, stripped of its ornamental
         fabrications; and his fellow human beings. Letters to his daughters, grandchildren,
         nephews, and young friends are fraught with moral advice, given mostly in a nonpaternalistic
         manner. Letters to intimate friends such as Priestley, Adams, Madison, Waterhouse,
         Short, and Rush show roundly that morality, for Jefferson, is not merely an intellectual
         curiosity, as it is for many ethicians today, but a way of life. Still other letters—for
         example, to Hollins and Rush—show that morality is a cosmopolitan, not a provincial,
         consideration. That is something I did not expect to find, given the obloquy that
         exists in much of the secondary literature on Jefferson today.
      

      
      Second, I found that Jefferson’s political thought had a decided moral underpinning.
         Examination of his justification of his republicanism revealed that his political
         “experiment”—his version of laissez-faire liberalism—was founded on certain philosophical
         “presuppositions” of the human organism: human moral equality; the general intelligence
         of the masses; and the need of virtue, beneficence, and self-determination in a good
         life, inter alia. Those presuppositions are probably not philosophical suppositious in the ordinary
         sense, because I suspect they are, given his fondness for dubbing his republicanism
         an “experiment,” never categorically embraced. Instead, they are provisional “normative”
         hypotheses to be confirmed or abandoned throughout the course of human history. As
         such, Jefferson’s republicanism is in some sense normatively based.
      

      
      Third, I found Jefferson to be a dyed-in-the-wool progressivist in intellectual,
         political, and moral senses. That is a point that is not sufficiently underscored
         in the
         literature on Jefferson today. Understanding that enabled me to avoid some of the
         mistakes of others—for example, seeing Jefferson’s liberalism as antirealist in the
         sense of value- or truth-relativism or viewing Jefferson’s presumed execration of
         American Indians as a form of racism. As a moral progressivist, Jefferson’s belief
         in
         value-relativity, for instance, is not advocacy of a society-determines-value view
         of
         morally correct action—an antirealist sense of value-relativity. Jefferson is committed
         to a realist sense of value-relativity. When he speaks of different values in different
         cultures, he is actually speaking of the moral retardation or retrogression of certain
         peoples or cultures, when compared to other peoples or cultures—for example, American
         Indians when compared to non-Native Americans. American Indians’ moral retardation
         and
         their refusal to integrate themselves with white Americans and embrace the rewards
         of
         science also explain why he sometimes seems to execrate Native Americans. They look
         backward for intellectual and moral stimulation, not forward—that is, they do not
         believe in human progress.
      

      
      There are, of course, other discoveries that I have made, but they will be made clear
         in the reading of the rest of the book. Yet the salient point is that my “independent”
         essays, on account of thematic unity, worked themselves into a book. They proved not
         to be so independent.
      

      
      Dutiful Correspondent: Philosophical Essays on Thomas Jefferson has seven parts and twelve chapters. The first part, “Jefferson the Man,” comprises
         “Jefferson as ‘Philologist.’” Part II, “Jefferson’s Political Philosophy,” has “Jefferson’s
         ‘Great Experiment’” and “Jefferson’s Liberal ‘Eudaimonism.’” Part III concerns Jefferson’s
         debt to ancient philosophical thought and includes “Jefferson’s Master Epicurus” and
         “Jefferson and Jesus.” The fourth part, “Jefferson on Philosophy and Science,” is
         composed of “Philosophical Vignettes in Jefferson’s Notes” and “Jefferson on Science.” Part V is titled “Jefferson and Ethics” and contains
         “Reason and the Moral Sense” and “Jefferson on War and Peace.” The sixth part, “Jefferson
         on Race,” has a chapter on Jefferson’s views of both African Americans and American
         Indians—chapters 10 and 11. The final part, “Education and the Good Life,” comprises
         the chapter titled “Education as Lifelong Learning.”
      

      
      In the seven parts, I cover a good amount of philosophical turf, as it were.
         Nonetheless, Dutiful Correspondent is not meant to be an exhaustive philosophical
         excursion into Jefferson’s mind, but rather a preliminary excursion. Precious little
         has
         been done on Jefferson qua philosopher and nothing, of which I am aware, by a
         professional philosopher. What has been done is mostly historical and focuses chiefly
         not so much on Jefferson’s writings but on the writings Jefferson read as well as
         the
         philosophers and philosophical influences to which he was exposed. Thus, this book
         aims
         to fill the void in philosophical scholarship by examining Jefferson’s philosophical
         thinking almost exclusively through his writings. In doing so, I hope to create, so
         to
         speak, a network for future philosophical exchanges on these issues.
      

      
      A caveat is in order. Many, historians especially, will be put off by any attempt
         to consider Jefferson as a philosopher or any attempt to view his writings philosophically—viz.,
         out of historical context. Consider the comments of one historian, who rejected outright
         one of my papers on some philosophical dimension of Jefferson’s thinking. “Because
         I’m a historian, my reading of [this paper] will necessarily reflect this academic
         discipline. It is true that Thomas Jefferson’s thought included what might be called
         ‘philosophical considerations.’ That said, he was not a philosopher. Rather, I believe
         that he was a historical figure whose life must be understood within the context of
         the times in which he lived.”
      

      
      The objection seems sufficiently fair. I grant that Jefferson was not a philosopher
         in the sense in which one is a philosopher today—viz., having gotten a Ph.D. in philosophy
         or having landed a tenured slot at an institution of higher learning to teach philosophy.
         Still in one sense, he is much more of a philosopher than are most of today’s professional
         philosophers. His writings, over the years, show more than “philosophical considerations.”
         His writings show a remarkable amount of philosophical content on topics such as education,
         politics, cosmology, human nature, and religion and a degree of consistency sufficient
         to make that content the subject of philosophical investigation. Jefferson’s philosophical
         consistency, I aim to show in this modest book, is secured by an undergirding moral
         vision of human thriving—that is, virtuous living—that creeps into many of his numerous
         writings to such extent that it is fair to say Jefferson betrays a scholar’s preoccupation
         with virtue. That said, pace my historical friend, I maintain that Thomas Jefferson was a philosopher and his
         writings ought to be investigated philosophically.
      

      
      
   
      Jefferson the Man

      
         I
         
      

      
      
      
      Jefferson as “Philologist”

      
      
         “The letters of a person, especially one whose business has been chiefly transacted
            by letters, form the only full and genuine journal of his life.” —TJ to Robert
            Walsh
         

         
      

      Having spent four days with him at Monticello, the Marquis de Chastellux described
         Thomas Jefferson as “a sage and a man of taste.” “I should portray a man not yet forty,
         with a tall figure and a kind agreeable face,” he went on to say, “but whose wit and
         information could sufficiently replace all external claims . . . an American, who,
         though never yet out of his country, is musician, draftsman, geometrician, astronomer,
         physicist, juris consult, statesman [and] lastly a philosopher, withdrawn from the
         world
         and affairs, because he loves the world only so far as he believes he can be useful
         to
         it, and because his fellow-citizens are not yet in a state to bear the light or to
         suffer criticism.”[1] Though he certainly did not make the same impression on everyone, it is
         extraordinary how many people thought likewise of Jefferson.
      

      
      Jefferson was acknowledged to be an polymath in the material sense of the term.
         Through study, he “expanded the horizons of his mind and gained the power of
         knowledge.”[2] Though a prodigious amount of his knowledge came from books, he was, as
         Chastellux observed, an inescapable practicalist and learned much from simple
         observation. Though he did not pooh-pooh knowledge for its own sake, he judged it
         to be
         a luxury. Though he often buried himself in books, he did so for the sake of
         acting—whether as statesman, farmer, architect, philosopher, inventor, patron of the
         sciences and arts, natural historian, geographer, philologist, botanist, meteorologist,
         or, within the confines of Monticello, as mere letter writer—and he acted not just
         for
         his own sake but also for the sake of his fellow human beings. His cause was to advance
         human knowledge for the sake of human flourishing.
      

      
      This chapter serves as an introduction to Jefferson through his dutiful letter writing,
         his infatuation with books, and his love of languages. This chapter introduces Jefferson
         as a philologist in the literal sense of the term—a “lover of words.”
      

      
      Jefferson and Letters

      
      In a late letter to John Adams (1 June 1822), Jefferson describes the life of nonagenarian
         Charles Thomson who, though cheery and slender, has debilitated so that he scarcely
         recognizes his household’s members. Such a life—with one’s faculties decayed, with
         pleasant sensations closed and athumy, debility, and malaise in their places, and
         with all of one’s friends of youth gone—is at best the “life of a cabbage” and “not
         worth a wish.” At such a time, death is no evil, but, following the words of the poet
         Edward Young, “nature’s kindest boon.”
      

      
      In a subsequent letter to Adams in the same month (27 June 1822), the aging Jefferson
         writes of the “persecution of letters” from which he suffers. Though he pines for
         quiet retirement, every delivery of mail brings a fresh load of labor—some missives
         from friends, other missives from persons unknown. Yet he dutifully answers each letter
         that asks for a response, if only because they were written with kindliness and civility
         and because “civility requires answers.”
      

      
      Jefferson then tells Adams that, in 1820, he had received 1,267 letters (nearly 3.5
         letters per day), “many of them requiring answers of elaborate research, and all to
         be answered with due attention and consideration.”[3]  He asks, “Is this life?” Immediately he replies:
      

      
      
         At best it is but the life of a mill-horse, who sees no end to his circle but in death.
            To such a life that of a cabbage is paradise. It occurs then that my condition of
            existence, truly stated in that letter [1 June 1822], if better known, might check
            the kind indiscretions which are so heavily oppressing the departing hours of life.
            Such a relief would to me be an ineffable blessing.[4] 
         

         
      

      Jefferson complains—he is, after all, well worn down with age—but he answered punctiliously
         the letters that needed replies. It is not only that civility requires answers, but,
         as Robert Dawidoff says, for Jefferson, “writing is the act of thinking” and writing
         and doing “did not really form separate activities at all.”[5] 
      

      
      It is difficult for most of us to appreciate the importance of letters in Jefferson’s
         day, given the diminished role of letters in everyday correspondence today. Letters
         have largely been supplanted either by hastily sent e-mail missives, which are generally
         curt and often fraught with misspellings, uncapitalized letters, and lack of regard
         for punctuation, or by phone conversations, Skyping, or texting. People seem to have
         neither time nor money for conventional letters, even to their dearest friends.
      

      
      Yet it can be said that Jefferson too had neither time nor money for corresponding
         with persons unknown. His personal affairs, for most of his life, were in disarray—he
         was almost always massively in debt—and, toward the end of his life, they were in
         complete disarray. He could have devoted his time completely to mitigating the burdens
         of his massive debt. He did not. Instead, Jefferson spent much of his retirement after
         the presidency in overseeing the planning, construction, and running of the University
         of Virginia. In addition to that, he wrote letters—even to persons unknown.
      

      
      Writing letters for Jefferson, like political service, was foremost a duty in the
         service of his country and his fellow men. In service to his fellow human beings as
         governor of Virginia, ambassador to France, secretary of state, vice president, and
         president, inter alia,[6] Jefferson sacrificed his own personal interests, which were avowedly geared
         to science, and what remained of his family, to nurse his fledgling country.
      

      
      Nursing for Jefferson entailed securing and ensuring the liberties of his fellow citizens,
         and liberty was critical for advances in science and morality. The progressive march
         of science and morality, especially for a republican government, he noted, would best
         occur in an atmosphere of freedom. Therefore, the country needed to be freed of British
         yoke, and the citizens needed to be freed of governmental interference in their affairs
         before they, and science, could thrive. Writing letters, for Jefferson, was a means
         of promoting liberty as well as science and morality in the interest of human happiness.
         He aimed not only for the well-being of Americans, but, as a letter to James Monroe
         shows (8 January 1804), of all science- and progress-minded humans across the globe.
         Even such a hard-nosed critic as Robert Dawidoff acknowledges Jefferson “writes as
         a citizen of the several republics, and the prose is fashioned as a means by which
         he can carry on his business.”[7] 
      

      
      As a writer of letters, Jefferson was not only dutiful, he was measured. “A careful
         craftsman who often revised and rewrote his letters before sending them,” Douglas
         Wilson
         says, “his letter writing was artful in every sense of the word. But his is always
         the
         artfulness of engagement, of purpose.” Generosity and forbearance, Wilson astutely
         notes, were often prominent features of Jefferson’s intention.[8] James and Alan Golden write that Jefferson’s measuredness was a result of a
         Ciceronian model of letter writing that valued letters as private conversations that
         addressed specific needs—often of a mundane sort.[9]
         
      

      
      Jefferson was a prolific writer of letters. He wrote some 19,000 letters in his life.
         Jefferson and Madison, as intimate friends and political allies, exchanged some 1,250
         letters, ranging from personal notes to lengthy letters. Jefferson and Adams, as political
         rivals and eventual friends, exchanged 329 letters. As president, Jefferson says letter
         writing, preoccupying him “from sunrise to near dinner,” was a way of life. Once retired,
         letter writing occupied only a small part of his day—“from sunrise till breakfast.”
         From breakfast till dinner, he would be on horseback, in shops, or in his garden.
         After dinner, it was time for his beloved books.[10]  Nonetheless, he dutifully apportioned time to write.
      

      
      Being such a prodigious writer of letters, scholars would expect to find the man
         behind the letters by perusal of them. Jefferson would seem to agree. He wrote to
         Robert
         Walsh (5 April 1823), “The letters of a person, especially one whose business has
         been
         chiefly transacted by letters, form the only full and genuine journal of his life.”
         One
         might especially expect to find the true Jefferson in his exchanges with intimates
         and
         dear friends. Of such exchanges, Charles Francis Adams, grandson of the second president
         of the United States, writes:
      

      
      
         The solitary meditation, the confidential whisper to a friend, never meant to reach
            the ear of the multitude, the secret wishes, not blazoned forth to catch applause,
            the fluctuations between fear and hope that most betray the springs of action—these
            are the guides to character, which most frequently vanish with the moment that called
            them forth, and leave nothing to posterity but those coarser elements of judgment
            that are found in elaborated results.[11] 
         

         
      

      Jefferson’s letters prove to be a tableau vivant of the person writing them. In spite of the prodigious number of letters written,
         he is efficient, guarded, and dispassionate in his letters—even in letters to family
         and intimate friends.
      

      
      Jefferson is efficient, because, as we shall see more fully below, he believes that
         language ought not to be inflated or hyperbolically vague. Aiming at communication
         of ideas, it ought to be concise, unadorned, and precise, yet marrowy. Moreover, communication
         of ideas is for the most part a communication between equals—a microcosm of his republican
         ideals. Thus, there is seldom need of dissimulation or tony circumlocution. His style,
         consequently, is precise, yet délié.[12] 
      

      
      Jefferson is guarded, because interception of his letters for political chicanery
         was commonly practiced in his day. In a letter to daughter Martha (6 March 1786),
         Jefferson grumbles that all of his letters get opened at the post office. Seven years
         later, he complains to her (26 June 1793) of the inadequacy of the post, the detention
         of important letters, and their subsequent arrival at once. Early in his life, he
         advises boyhood friend John Page (23 January 1764) that they should adopt a code for
         their letters. With political allies Madison and Monroe, he did just that. Jefferson
         devised a cipher wheel so that important information could not be read by political
         adversaries and used villainously against him.[13]  When Benjamin Waterhouse asked permission to publish one of Jefferson’s letters
         on religion, Jefferson denied permission. “No, my dear Sir, not for all the world.
         Into what a nest of hornets would it thrust my head! . . . I am old, and tranquility
         is now my summum bonum. Keep me, therefore, from the fire and faggots of Calvin and his victim Servetus”
         (19 July 1822).
      

      
      Jefferson is dispassionate, because he was by nature dispassionate and by ethical
         disposition Stoical. He was naturally tranquil and ill-disposed to controversy.[14] As he wrote in a letter to his granddaughter Ellen Coolidge (5 June 1826),
         it was easier for him “to write ten letters of business than one of the intangible
         affections of the mind.” Thus, he seldom seems to reveal much of himself with his
         quill,
         but in seeming not to reveal much, he reveals plenty—the mien and character of a Stoic
         philosopher. In the main, his interests and preoccupations, showing abundant concern
         not
         only for his fellow countrymen but also for all citizens of the cosmos, offer abundant
         confirmation of that thesis.
      

      
      Jefferson was businesslike in letters because he was businesslike as a person. He
         was not fond of political debate because he was by nature reserved and not given to
         spontaneous verbal eruptions. He was taciturn and measured. He became a politician
         through a sense of duty, not because of preference, and he best expressed himself,
         politically or otherwise, through his quill—especially his letters. His rapid rise
         to political prominence occurred because of his ability as a writer, principally through
         his “Summary View on the Rights of British America” and the “Declaration of Independence.”[15] 
      

      
      Those things said, Jefferson in the main had an uncanny capacity to engage personally
         each correspondent in a manner respectful of the dignity and worth of that person.
      

      
      Jefferson and Books

      
      “I cannot live without books,” Jefferson confides in a letter to John Adams (10 June
         1815). The statement today is well known and readily available on coffee mugs, book
         bags, and T-shirts, for anyone willing to pay an inflated price. What is seldom
         recognized is that the statement is part of a larger sentence, which continues
         concessively, “but fewer [books] will suffice where amusement, and not use, is the
         only
         future object.” The sentence was written to Adams shortly after Jefferson sold his
         library of some 6,500 books to the U.S. government to replace those lost in the British
         burning of the Library of Congress in 1814. Taken as a whole, the sentence implies
         that
         Jefferson values books not because of amusement or ostentation, but because of their
         educative value. The sentiment is reminiscent of the Stoic Seneca’s second letter
         to
         Lucilius, in which the former warns against the acquisition of books for display,
         not
         use:
      

      
      
         Nothing is so useful that it can be of any service in the mere passing. A multitude
            of books only gets in one’s way. So it is, if you are unable to read all the books
            in your possession. You have enough when you have all the books you are able to read.
            If you say, “But I feel like opening different books at different times,” my answer
            will be this: “Tasting one dish after another is the sign of a fussy stomach. Where
            the foods are dissimilar and diverse in range, they lead to contamination of the system,
            not nutrition.”
         

         
      

      For Seneca, books are valuable only if they can be put to use. Their principle use
         is moral betterment.[16] 
      

      
      Jefferson owned some 10,000 books in his lifetime.[17]  His first collection, comprising perhaps a mere 40 books, he began as a boy from
         those books he inherited from his father. They were lost, when his home at Shadwell
         burned to the ground on February 1 of 1770. Thereafter, motivated by a passion for
         learning that was second to none, he began collecting “useful” books of all sorts.
         In 1815 he “ceded” his library of some 6,500 books to the government of the United
         States to replace its library of books that the British burned in an 1814 assault
         on the capital. Though he was riddled with debt, it was not an act that was designed
         to ease the debt, but “the act of a public-spirited citizen unable to make an outright
         gift and yet unwilling to make any profit on the public treasury.”[18]  It was, perhaps, the finest library of its day at the time in America and is the
         backbone of today’s Library of Congress.[19]  From 1815 until his death in 1826, he began once again collecting books—now a more
         personal library for his own enjoyment—and had a library of nearly 900 titles and
         some 1,600 volumes at the time of his death.[20] 
      

      
      As Jefferson’s interest in books was practical, he scrupled to buy the best or rarest
         volume. His library, though large, “was not sumptuous,” as A. Hyatt Mayor says. He
         often got the most from his money by buying the cheapest editions. As Jefferson writes
         to a London agent, “Sensible that I labour grievously under the malady of Bibliomanie,
         I submit to the rule of buying only at reasonable prices, as to a regimen necessary
         in that disease.”[21]  Mayor sums, “His love of books . . . was like a workman’s love of his tools.” Thus,
         Jefferson would not hesitate to rip out an illustration if it could help with a job.[22] 
      

      
      It is indubitable that Jefferson got the most out of his library to advance his personal
         affairs. Knowledge of most subjects—whether law, philology, farming, art, or architecture—he
         learned from his beloved books. His slave Isaac Jefferson recounts:
      

      
      
         Old Master had abundance of books; sometimes would have twenty of ’em down on the
            floor at once—read fust one, then tother. Isaac has often wondered how Old Master
            came to have such a mighty head; read so many of them books; and when they go to him
            to ax him anything, he go right straight to the book and tell you all about it.[23] 
         

         
      

      The picture one gets is that of a man pathologically addicted to books, whose every
         action is dictated by something on a printed page. Still, Isaac Jefferson’s recollection
         shows that his master’s library was foremost a functional library.
      

      
      Nonetheless, it is difficult to grasp how Jefferson could have put such a massive
         collection of books to use in his personal affairs, although his interests were extensive
         and varied. How could the majority of his books be anything but mere ornament? If
         the value of books lies in their use, how could he have put so many volumes to use
         in his lifetime?
      

      
      There can be little doubt that Jefferson’s libraries over the years were themselves
         a source of pride and, like any other collector of books, he did not, could not, and
         never intended to put all books to full use for himself. The collection, independently
         of the contents of each volume, must have been a source of gratification for its owner
         at some visceral level. That notwithstanding, the principal value of books was their
         practicality, and the practicality of his massive collection was not merely its capacity
         to advance his personal affairs.
      

      
      First, books were an invaluable asset in Jefferson’s letter writing, which was
         prodigious and motivated by anything but self-interest. He was, as a consequence of
         his
         experiences, a recognized authority on a large number of issues—including books.
         Visitors and correspondents would often ask for his opinion on matters ranging from
         philology, philosophy, and political matters to agriculture, natural history, and
         exploration. His replies required a considerable library from which he could do
         research. Thus, it contained dictionaries in various languages and even reference
         works,
         like Plato’s and Aristotle’s works, which were not suited to his taste. Consequently,
         a
         single letter could take him several hours to compose because he would have to refer
         to
         several books in its composition.
      

      
      Second, his books were not only for his use, but for the use of others. His library
         was readily available to family and trustworthy friends and acquaintances.[24]  For instance, in reply to a request from Robert Skipwith concerning suggestions
         for books to compose a gentleman’s library in 1771, Jefferson gives a long list of
         books that exceeds Skipwith’s wherewithal. He also extends an invitation for his friend
         to visit him and make use of the library at Monticello (3 August 1771). Again, as
         Douglas Wilson notes, even as president, Jefferson continues to expand his library,
         which he acknowledges is too extensive for personal use. Wilson concludes, “[B]y this
         time [roughly 1803] his grand plan included creating a collection that was intended
         to have a utility well beyond what was required for his personal use.” He had in mind
         a congressional library.[25] 
      

      
      Finally, in setting up the University of Virginia as a secular, liberal, and
         progressive institution, Jefferson wished—at least indirectly, by choosing the right
         sort of instructors—to have some say in the books to be used for the courses of
         instruction.[26] Instructors and books with “Toryist” or religious biases were not to be
         chosen.[27] Capacity to choose the right sort of books required familiarity with the
         first tier of books on all subjects to be taught at the University of Virginia, hence
         the need of, or at least access to, a considerable, updated library. Moreover, Jefferson
         also wished that the university should have a library, stocked with the foremost books
         on the arts and the best and most recent books on the sciences, that was serviceable
         to
         the students of his new university. He had planned, upon his death, that his most
         recent
         collection of some 1,000 books would be donated to the University of Virginia.[28]
         
      

      
      In short, Jefferson was obsessed not with books per se but with useful books.
         Useful books could improve not only one’s character and advance one’s personal affairs
         but also the character and affairs of one’s fellow human beings, both locally and
         globally. Books for Jefferson, like letters, were vehicles of learning. Jefferson
         utilized the abstract domain of the printed page—what might be called “ideational
         space”—to bring to fruition numerous ideas in real space for his benefit as well as
         for
         the benefit of his fellow human beings. Acknowledging that America was in his day
         a
         backwater—especially his native Virginia—books for him were significant conveyances
         of
         advances in agriculture, botany, natural history, ethics, and chemistry, among other
         disciplines, to be put to use for human flourishing.
      

      
      Jefferson realized the backwardness of his embryonic country during his stay in Europe.
         While in Paris, Jefferson writes to Charles Bellini (30 September 1785) that the French
         literati are some six years ahead of their American counterparts. Nonetheless, he
         perhaps rationalizes, really good books take about six years to acquire just reputation.
         It follows implicitly, insofar as assimilation of their contents is concerned, that
         the lag is not so deleterious. Moreover, he adds, “Is not this delay compensated,
         by our being placed out of the reach of that swarm of nonsensical publications, which
         issues daily from a thousand presses, and perishes almost in issuing?”[29] 
      

      
      Outside of giving persons useful scientific information for, say, farming or commerce,
         books also engendered human flourishing by encouraging morally correct behavior.
      

      
      To his physician Vine Utley (21 March 1819), Jefferson states, “I never go to bed
         without an hour, or half hour’s previous reading of something moral, whereon to ruminate
         in the intervals of sleep.” The implicit conclusion is that assimilation of good philosophical
         literature—like Seneca’s Letters to Lucilius, Cicero’s Tusculan Disputations, Plutarch’s Lives, or his own version of the Bible, bereft of supernaturalism—encourages morally correct action.[30] 
      

      
      In an early letter to Robert Skipwith (3 August 1771), Jefferson mentions that even
         books of fiction—which Jefferson generally believed were brummagems—cannot just be
         pleasant, they must also be useful. “[E]verything is useful which contributes to fix
         in the principles and practices of virtue. When any original act of charity or of
         gratitude . . . is presented either to our sight or imagination, we are deeply impressed
         with its beauty and feel a strong desire in ourselves of doing charitable and grateful
         acts also.” Despite his late-life disinclination to read fiction, Jefferson suggests
         that fiction is needed. “Considering history as a moral exercise, her lessons would
         be too infrequent if confined to real life.”[31]  Usefulness goes beyond the moral benefit of assimilation of virtue. Repulsion to
         vice is equally felt in well-written books. Such valuable works of fiction are, as
         is the case today, rare, but Don Quixote and Tristram Shandy were favorites.
      

      
      A second way in which books can be useful for Jefferson is through squaring one with
         reality—in effect, the aim of Stoic sagacity. In that regard, Jefferson asserts baldly
         that most novels are a waste of time—a “mass of trash.” He says to Nathaniel Burwell
         (14 March 1818):
      

      
      
         A great obstacle to good education is the inordinate passion prevalent for novels,
            and the time lost in that reading which should be instructively employed. When this
            poison infects the mind, it destroys its tone and revolts against wholesome reading.
            Reason and fact, plain and unadorned, are rejected. Nothing can engage attention unless
            dressed in all the figments of fancy, and nothing so bedecked comes amiss. The result
            is a bloated imagination, sickly judgment, and disgust toward all their real business
            of life.
         

         
      

      Novels are perhaps not his chief concern. History, which has a special place in Jefferson’s
         educational scheme, presents a more pestiferous danger. In a letter to William Duane
         (12 August 1810), Jefferson writes of the potential danger of ingestion of history,
         badly written. He speaks of the delight with which he “devoured” Hume’s history, while
         young, and the deep and lasting impression the work made on him. It took years of
         “research and reflection” to “eradicate the poison,” once recognized as such. His
         implicit message is that history, if written with a political agenda, can do much
         harm.[32]  If written aright—for example, Middleton’s life of Cicero or the works of Tacitus—it
         is a guide for moral improvement.[33] 
      

      
      Similarly, in a letter to John Adams (11 June 1812), Jefferson mentions two objectionable
         accounts of the history of the American Indians. First, he criticizes Lafitau’s account
         of American Indians in a manner eerily reminiscent of some of the revisionist historians’
         accounts of Jefferson today.
      

      
      
         Lafitau had in his head a preconcieved [sic] theory on the mythology, manners, institutions and government of the antient [sic] nations of Europe, Asia, and Africa, and seems to have entered on those of America
            only to fit them into the same frame, and to draw from them a confirmation of this
            general theory. He keeps up a perpetual parallel, in all those articles, between the
            Indians of America, and the antients of the other quarters of the globe. He selects
            therefore all the facts, and adopts all the falsehoods which favor his theory, and
            very gravely retails such absurdities as zeal for a theory could anyone swallow.
         

         
      

      Second, he castigates Adair, who maintains that American Indians are descendants of
         the Jews in that they have the same laws, usages, rites, ceremonies, sacrifices, priests,
         prophets, fasts, festivals, and, almost, the same religion. What is most criminal
         is that, having familiarity only with the Indians of the south, Adair generalizes
         to all American Indians, as if it is unquestioned that the hundred languages, each
         differing from many others as “Greek from Gothic,” have a common prototype.
      

      
      In spite of their recognized potential for harm, the greatest harm comes not from
         the hooey, seductions, or moral entrapments of bad books but from the censorship of
         books. In a letter to N. G. Dufeif (19 April 1814), Jefferson speaks of the censorship
         of books in America apropos of a cosmogonic work by M. de Becourt titled Sur la
            Création du Monde, un Systême [sic] d’Organisation Primitive. He
         says he is mortified to discover that, in the United States, the sale of the wrong
         sort
         of book can come before the civil magistrate as a crime against religion. “Is this
         then
         our freedom of religion? And are we to have a censor whose imprimatur shall say what
         books may be sold, and what we may buy?” He concludes cynically and perhaps
         rhetorically, “Whose foot is to be the measure to which ours are all to be cut or
         stretched?” If Becourt’s book is filled with falsities, he adds, then that is a matter
         for refutation, not censorship. All in all, Becourt should have his say; so, too,
         should
         they who would censor him.
      

      
      Jefferson and Words

      
      Jefferson was no philologist in the strictest sense of the word—that is, one who
         studies, authenticates, and deciphers literary texts and written records—but he was,
         as
         I noted earlier, a philologist in the most literal sense—philos logōn, or a
         “lover of words.” He was fully capable in Greek and Latin, and he spoke French, Italian,
         and, of course, his native English. In addition, he could read Spanish to some
         degree.[34] Moreover, his writings are replete with comments on the study and
         acquisition of languages, the significance of ancient languages, the relative merits
         of
         present languages, the indispensability of neology, the comparative study of languages,
         and the numerous and varied Indian “tongues.” From what we have already said, it should
         come as no surprise that his measure of the value of language is its serviceability.
         States Horace Kallen, “Fundamentally, Jefferson’s concern was with the function of
         language, not its sonorities; and the art of composition was first and last the
         communication of ideas, and only incidentally the expression of feelings.”[35] Jefferson gives some indication of that in a letter to grammarian John Waldo
         (16 August 1813). “I have been pleased to see that in all cases you appeal to usage,
         as
         the arbiter of language; and justly consider that as giving law to grammar, and not
         grammar to usage. I concur entirely with you in opposition to Purists, who would destroy
         all strength and beauty of style, by subjecting it to a rigorous compliance with their
         rules.”
      

      
      In Query XIV of his Notes on Virginia, where Jefferson is discussing
         education, he says that the second tier of education should focus on languages, which
         is
         why these secondary schools are called “grammar schools.” During the period of life
         roughly from eight to sixteen, the mind is sufficiently incapable of performing
         “laborious and close operations.” If exposed to laborious study too early, children
         might give an early impression of being men, but, when grown and worn out by laborious
         study, they become children. Yet during this critical period, memory is fresh and
         capable. Thus, this period is best suited for study of “tools for future operation”—the
         “most useful languages,” which include, for Jefferson, Greek and Latin—as language
         is
         “only an instrument for the attainment of science.”[36] To his future son-in-law, Thomas Mann Randolph, he speaks of the importance
         of languages and mathematics. Of the former, Jefferson writes: “[Language] exercises
         our
         memory while that and no other faculty is yet matured & prevents our acquiring
         habits of idleness. [Mathematics] gives exercise to our reason, as soon as that has
         acquired a certain degree of strength, and stores the mind with truths which are useful
         in other branches of science” (27 August 1786).
      

      
      Jefferson regarded highly the study of ancient Greek and Latin, whose study, he lamented,
         was going out of style in Europe.[37]  These ancient languages, he writes to John Brazier (24 August 1819), offer themselves
         as models of style, which triumph over “the inflated style of our northern ancestors
         and the hyperbolical and vague one of the East.”
      

      
      Jefferson had an especial love of ancient Greek. He continually expressed hope that
         modern Greeks would revert back to their ancient heritage for their language—an undegenerate,
         more nuanced language than modern Greek.[38]  As an instance of the degeneration of modern Greek, Jefferson plausibly lists, in
         a letter to Adams (21 March 1819), the modern tendency to pronounce six vowels or
         vowel combinations—ε, ι, υ, ει, οι, and υι—in the manner of the English long e. Sonority then, pace Kallen, was an issue—a notion iterated in “Thoughts on English Prosody,” where Jefferson
         speaks of the elegance and beauty of Homeric verse. Homer composed in verse of six
         feet and was still pleasing to the ear.[39] 
      

      
      Aegis of the study of ancient languages seems inconsistent with his equation of worth
         with serviceability. He addresses that issue in letters to Joseph Priestley and John
         Brazier. Greek and Latin can be studied as works of reason, he writes to Priestley,
         which suggests some present-day applicability, or as works of “style & fancy.” He
         adds, “[T]o read the Latin and Greek authors in their original, is a sublime luxury;
         and I deem luxury in science to be at least as justifiable as in architecture, painting,
         gardening or the other arts.” It is “an innocent enjoyment” (27 January 1800). To
         Brazier, Jefferson gives three reasons for the study of ancient languages: they are
         “models of pure taste in writing,” an invaluable luxury, and “stores of real science
         deposited and transmitted.” He lists history, ethics, arithmetic, geometry, astronomy,
         and natural history as examples of ancient sciences that are still relevant today.
         The classical languages, he sums, are a “solid basis for most, and an ornament to
         all the sciences” (24 August 1819).
      

      
      In his “Report of the Commissioners for the University of Virginia,” Jefferson writes
         of the relative values of certain commonly spoken languages of his day. French is
         especially useful, as it is the “language of general intercourse among nations” and
         the most important language for scientific learning. Spanish is important insofar
         as it is the principle language of many people, inhabiting the Americas, with whom
         America will soon be having intercourse. Italian is valuable because many works of
         the “finest taste in style and composition” are by Italian authors. German has become
         significant because it now is “in line with that of the most learned nations in richness
         of erudition and advance in the sciences.” Last, he lists Anglo-Saxon or Old English,
         because it is the earliest known form of the language Americans now speak.[40] 
      

      
      To J. Evelyn Denison (9 November 1825), Jefferson acknowledges a debt to Dr. Hickes
         and Mr. Bosworth for their efforts in the preservation of Anglo-Saxon. “I think it,
         however, a misfortune,” he adds, “that they have endeavored to give it too much of
         a
         learned form, to mount it on all the scaffolding of the Greek and Latin, to load it
         with
         their genders, numbers, cases, declensions, conjugations, &c.” Among the various
         simplifications Jefferson proposes in the lengthy letter are these: it should be
         stripped of “these embarrassments”—the formalities listed above—and vested in Roman,
         not
         English black-letter, type.
      

      
      Jefferson’s fidelity to the notion of human progress wedded him to neology in
         language. “[N]othing is more evident than that as we advance in the knowledge of new
         things, and of new combinations of old ones,” he writes to Joseph Milligan (6 April
         1816), “we must have new words to express them.” To grammarian John Waldo (16 August
         1813), Jefferson chastises those critics that would prohibit new words from entry
         into
         English and fix language to Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary.
      

      
      
         Certainly so great growing a population, spread over such an extent of country, with
            such a variety of climates, of productions, of arts, must enlarge their language,
            to make it answer its purpose of expressing all ideas, the new as well as the old.
            The new circumstances under which we are placed call for new words, new phrases, and
            for the transfer of old words to new objects. An American dialect will therefore be
            formed.
         

         
      

      In a letter to John Adams (15 August 1820), Jefferson argues, “I am a friend to neology. It is the only way to give to a language copiousness and euphony.” He adds, it is
         because of neologisms that dictionaries cannot be the sole arbiters of language. “Dictionaries
         are but the depositories of words already legitimated by usage,” writes Jefferson.
         “Society is the work-shop in which new ones are elaborated. When an individual uses
         a new word, if illformed [sic] it is rejected in society, if wellformed [sic], adopted, and, after due time, laid up in the depository of dictionaries.”
      

      
      Progress and change make necessary neology. First, there are the advances of science,
         of which neologisms—for example, oxygen, cotyledons, zoophytes, magnetism—are the
         offspring. Second, there is the French revolution, which has sparked numerous neologisms
         and given birth to a more copious and rich French language. Horace Kallen writes:
         “Language is to him a living instrument of communication that the grammarian cannot
         cripple or the dictionary imprison. It undergoes a continuous metamorphosis, in which
         old words die and new ones are born as circumstance requires; and knowing the history
         of these changes enriches our understanding and heightens our pleasure in the use
         of words.”[41] 
      

      
      Once neologism is accepted, Jefferson thinks one should follow the Greeks and use
         a
         new word as a root and then generate other new words by adding apposite suffixes.
         The
         ancient Greeks took a root (literally, αδελφ) and generated these words:
      

      
      
         	
            
            αδελφη  (sister),

            
         

         
         	
            αδελφιδιον (little brother),

            
         

         
         	
            αδελφικος  (brotherly),

            
         

         
         	
            αδελφιζω  (to adopt as a brother),

            
         

         
         	
            αδελφικως  (brotherly),

            
         

         
         	
            αδελφοτης  (brotherly affection),

            
         

         
         	
            αδελφιξις  (brotherhood), and

            
         

         
         	
            αδελφιδους (nephew).[42]
               
            

            
         

         
      

      
      For illustration in English, he takes neologism (literally the root neolog-) and generates the substantives neology, neologist, and neologisation; the adjectives neologous, neological, and neologistical; the verb neologise; and the adverb neological.[43] 
      

      
      
      There is also Jefferson’s interest in the languages of Native Americans. From his
         days as a boy, Jefferson was intrigued by American Indians, and that intrigue manifested
         itself over the years in a study of their varied languages. He writes to William Dunbar
         (12 January 1801) and thanks him for sending “the little vocabularies of the Bedais,
         Jankawis, and Teghas.” He has, at the time, about thirty different “tongues.” He adds,
         “It is curious to consider how such handfuls of men came by different languages, &
         how they have preserved them so distinctly.”
      

      
      When Jefferson writes to Benjamin Barton eight years later (21 September 1809), he
         says he has collected some fifty “vocabularies.” He then mentions the unfortunate
         fate of his collection. Sending them in a trunk via river to Monticello from Washington,
         a thief singled out the trunk because of its weight and presumed precious contents.
         Disappointed on opening the trunk, the thief threw its contents into the river. Those
         papers that could be found ashore were “so defaced by mud and water that no general
         use [could] ever be made of them.”
      

      
      In a later letter to Corrèa da Serra (26 April 1816), the number of vocabularies
         “this side of the Mississippi” is forty. He mentions Captain Meriwether Lewis’s
         instructions apropos of collecting further vocabularies on his famous expedition to
         the
         west. Lewis returned with his collection and was to publish his findings. He tarried
         and, unfortunately, died, and the vocabularies fell into the hands of botanist Benjamin
         Barton. The discrepancy between the numbers forty here and fifty can be resolved by
         assumption that Jefferson’s mention of fifty to Barton included discoveries of
         Lewis.
      

      
      In his Notes on Virginia, Jefferson mentions Cook’s discovery of the proximity of the Kamchatkan coast and
         what is now Alaska. That suggests a passageway from one continent to the other. Thus,
         the Native Americans may have descended from Asians, or conversely. The Indian dialects,
         he adds, outnumber those of Asia by roughly twenty to one. They are also much more
         diverse—often radically so. Great numbers and great diversity, on assumption of a
         common origin, require great time—“perhaps not less than many people give to the age
         of the earth.” Therefore, the natives in America antedate the red men of Asia and
         the red men of Asia are likely descendants of American Indians.[44]  His letter to Barton (21 September 1809) mentions a collection of eastern Russian
         vocabularies—130 words—and a comparison with his Indian vocabularies of 250 words.
         The comparison showed 73 words were common to both cultures.
      

      
      Finally, Jefferson’s focus on the usefulness of language would suggest that he held
         poetry in poor regard. That is generally the case, as he found little use for it,
         especially later in life, as it proved dulce without utile.[45]  Nonetheless, Jefferson did have some appreciation for poetry, but that appreciation
         lagged much in comparison with prose.
      

      
      In a letter to Charles McPherson (25 February 1773), Jefferson mentions his passion
         for the poetry of Ossian, but labels it a “luxury.” “These pieces have been and will,
         I
         think, during my lifetime, continue to be to me the sources of daily pleasures,” he
         writes. “The tender and the sublime emotions of the mind were never before so wrought
         up
         by the human mind. I am not ashamed to own that I think this rude bard of the North
         the
         greatest poet that has ever existed.”[46]

      
      In “Thoughts on English Prosody,” Jefferson writes of his preference of blank verse
         to rhymed verse:
      

      
      
         What proves the excellence of blank verse is that the taste lasts longer than that
            for rhyme. The fondness for the jingle leaves us with that for the rattles and baubles
            of childhood, and if we continue to read rhymed verse at a later period in life it
            is such only where the poet has had the force enough to bring great beauties of thought
            and diction into this form. When young any composition please which unites a little
            sense, some imagination, and some rhythm.[47] 
         

         
      

      The sentiment is perhaps comparable to the distinction between two
         genres of movies today: substantive dramas and comedies like The Lion in Winter
         and The Great Dictator and action-adventure movies and vacuous comedies like
         Harry Potter and Dumb and Dumber.
      

      
      Jefferson as Stoic

      
      Peter Onuf writes that analysis of Jefferson’s letters helps little in grasping Jefferson
         the person.
      

      
      
         Letter writing defined the parameters of Jefferson’s world. Jefferson assumed different
            voices in performing different roles as a correspondent, but all expressed his fundamental
            belief in progress: his young charges would achieve a self-disciplined happiness;
            his countrymen would see their own true interests more clearly; and enlightenment
            would expand across the world. Historians who look for disclosures of an authentic
            self behind these many voices and roles will be frustrated. Jefferson’s self is in
            his writing, and his fundamental commitments to equality, consent, and civility inform
            all his varied self-representations.[48] 
         

         
      

      Writing letters was a vehicle, and only a vehicle, for his Enlightenment aims. His
         letters betray a preoccupation with progress—but are not “disclosures for an authentic
         self behind these many voices and roles.”
      

      
      The notion that Jefferson was so prolific and yet so successfully uncommunicative
         vis-à-vis an “authentic self” is incredible—too incredible to be correct. If Onuf
         is right, Jefferson is outstandingly cagey and chameleonic. He has written some 19,000
         letters without offering substantive clues to his character, other than disclosing
         a regard for progress. As Freud has written in his case study of Dora: “He that has
         eyes to see and ears to hear may convince himself that no mortal can keep a secret.
         If his lips are silent, he chatters with his finger-tips; betrayal oozes out of him
         at every pore.”[49]  To that concedable insight of Freud, one might add, if his fingertips do not chatter,
         his quill does.
      

      
      Andrew Burstein, a former pupil of Onuf, writes similarly of Jefferson, but adds an
         affective twist:
      

      
      
         Attentive to his larger social concerns, Jefferson resembled many letter writers of
            this period in maintaining a stronger consciousness of the recipient of his letters
            than later letter writers would. He endeavored to make emotions observable by “standing
            outside” himself, dramatically belittling himself, or composing comically pointed
            dialogue. Jefferson is an excellent example of one whose use of language varied in
            order to enhance the appeal of each effort to a correspondent.[50] 
         

         
      

      Burstein’s Proteus-like picture of Jefferson as correspondent
         seems, in one sense, to be vacuously true in that Jefferson does seem to make an
         especial effort to reach out to each correspondent. That, however, is not to say that
         he
         “endeavored to make [his] emotions observable” by standing outside himself, belittling
         himself, and composing comically pointed dialogue. That certainly happens in some
         of his
         letters—the celebrated letter to Maria Cosway (12 October 1786) fulgurates into mind—but
         such letters are few. Yet even that “empassioned” letter to Cosway, written under
         smite
         of love, takes the form of a dialogue between Heart and Head, to show that Jefferson
         cannot give passion its say without a fight with reason. Though Heart wins the battle,
         it does so by using the language of Head. Moreover, Head eventually wins the war.
         Jefferson’s subsequent letters to Cosway—in tacit concession that a lasting relationship
         with her is impossible—are unexpectedly void of the sway of Heart, given his keen
         interest in the woman as an object of his affection. Burstein’s depiction of Jefferson
         as letter writer also needs to be nixed.
      

      
      Finally, there is Joseph Ellis’s depiction of Jefferson in American Sphinx as a man that is especially shy of publicity of any sort and seemingly incapable
         of eschewing polysemy, dissembling, and mendacity in his writings. He left hanging
         a “vapor of duplicity” over his public life, says Ellis.[51] 
      

      
      Overall, Jefferson’s letters betray délié, a stylistic consistency, and a personage
         behind them that is reserved, measured, contemplative, unadorned, and dispassionate.
         What is more, they betray a sympathetic concern for others, which is evidenced in
         his ethical letters and in his letters to his family and to fellow scientists across
         the globe.[52]  Jefferson reveals himself, if only subconsciously, to be so imbued with Stoic thinking—especially
         in the realm of ethics—that he might indeed be labeled a living Stoic.
      

      
      There are, of course, a number of objections one could put forth. The most telling
         objection is that, though he is well read in Epictetus, Seneca, and Cicero’s works
         that concern the Stoics—for example, On Fate and especially On Duties and Tusculan Disputations—he never claims to be a Stoic or even to have Stoic leanings. If anything, he is
         an Epicurean, as he claims Epicurus, not Epictetus or Seneca, to be his “master” in
         a letter to William Short (31 October 1819).
      

      
      Nonetheless, Jefferson is much more indebted to the Stoics than to Epicurus—especially
         when it comes to cosmology, epistemology, and, especially, ethics.[53] 
      

      
      First, there are Jefferson’s cosmological theses—Stoical in essence. Jefferson believed
         in the existence of deity through cosmological design. Jefferson’s deity is one[54]  and discoverable through examination of the orderliness and goodness of the cosmos
         itself.[55]  “When great evils happen,” he writes to Benjamin Rush (23 September 1800), “I am
         in the habit of looking out for what good may arise from them as consolations to us,
         and Providence has in fact so established the order of things, as that most evils
         are the means of producing some good.” Moreover, consistent with Jefferson’s purchase
         of materialism, Jefferson’s deity is matter of some sort.[56]  Furthermore, though presumably not intervening in humans’ affairs, Jefferson’s deity
         is not indifferent to humans’ affairs—at least insofar as his deity created an orderly,
         good cosmos and regulates and regenerates it at intervals.[57]  All these theses point to Stoicism, not Epicureanism.[58] 
      

      
      Jefferson also gives evidence of an attachment to fate—a key Stoic cosmological thesis.
         For instance, he writes to John Adams (8 April 1816):
      

      
      
         I think with you that it is a good world on the whole, that it has been framed on
            a principle of benevolence, and more pleasure than pain dealt out to us. There are
            indeed . . . gloomy and hypochondriac minds, inhabitants of diseased bodies, disgusted
            with the present, and despairing of the future; always counting that the worst will
            happen, because it may happen. To these I say How much pain have cost us the evils
            which have never happened?
         

         
      

      His disposition is sanguine. Though his hopes sometimes fail, they fail no more often
         than “the forebodings of the gloomy.” The sentiment is in keeping with the Stoic view
         that the cosmos is entirely good and that perception of ill is failure to see things
         as a whole.[59]  To Abigail Adams (11 January 1817), he says: “Perhaps . . . one of the elements
         of future felicity is to be a constant and unimpassioned view of what is passing here
         . . . . On the whole however, perhaps it is wise and well to be contented with the
         good things which the master of the feast places before us, and to be thankful for
         what we have, rather than thoughtful about what we have not.”
      

      
      Second, there is Jefferson’s ethics, which perhaps owes as much to the Stoics’ virtue
         ethics, with which he was abundantly familiar,[60]  as it does to the moral-sense theory of his own day.
      

      
      Nonetheless, Jefferson rejects outright Stoic ethics, because of their view of apathy
         (Gr., apatheia), which he finds too demanding as an ideal. He says happiness comes not by rejecting
         the passions, but by corralling them to make use of them. To Adams (8 April 1816),
         he writes, “[T]he perfection of the moral characters is, not in a Stoical apathy,
         so hypocritically vaunted, and so untruly too, because impossible, but in a just equilibrium
         of all the passions.”
      

      
      Yet Jefferson’s ethics is perfectly in keeping with Stoic apathy. Unlike Aristotle,
         Stoics countenance riddance of all passions, which were swellings (pleasure and desire)
         and contractions (distress and fear) of the material soul apropos of present and future
         events, deemed good or bad, which were actually neither good nor bad. As Seneca says,
         “I do not grasp how any halfway disease can be wholesome or helpful.”[61]  Still they did countenance eupatheiai—literally “good passions” but better grasped as “impulses”—which were slight swellings
         (joy and wishing) and slight contractions (caution) of the soul apropos of present
         and future events, deemed and in reality good (virtues) and bad (vices).
      

      
      Moreover, the Stoic view of apatheia is not a matter of being pococurante. Epictetus says, “I ought not to be unfeeling
         (apathes) like a statue, but I ought to maintain my natural and acquired relations, as a duty
         bound man as well as a son, brother, father and citizen.” Apatheia, for Stoics, involves full involvement in the affairs of human and gods.[62]  Jefferson, as I state in this and other chapters, believed in full involvement in
         the affairs of others for the sake of human betterment. His republicanism is set up
         to ensure that. Moreover, his numerous years of political involvement in the affairs
         of government—whether locally, nationally, or internationally—minified his capacity
         to practice seriously his beloved science. That is substantial evidence of his philanthropy.
      

      
      Next, Jefferson consistently speaks of duty to others as a critical component of morality,
         which suggests mental alignment with Stoic sympathy (Gr., sympatheia)—a sort of cosmic connectedness and belonging. He writes in his “Syllabus”:
      

      
      
         In developing our duties to others, [the ancients] were short and defective. They
            embraced . . . the circles of kindred & friends, and inculcated patriotism, or the
            love of our country in the aggregate, as a primary obligation: toward our neighbors
            & countrymen they taught justice, but scarcely viewed them as within the circle of
            benevolence. Still less have they inculcated peace, charity & love to our fellow men,
            or embraced with benevolence the whole family of mankind.
         

         
      

      The target manifestly includes the Stoics and is similar, given Jefferson’s use of
         “circles,” to a passage written by the Stoic Hierocles,[63]  who lists analogically ten concentric circles to illustrate each person’s ethical
         duties. They are, in order of significance, the circles of:
      

      
      
         	
            
            one’s mind and body;

            
         

         
         	
            parents, siblings, wife, and children;

            
         

         
         	
            one’s uncles and aunts, grandparents, nephews, nieces, and cousins;

            
         

         
         	
            other relatives;

            
         

         
         	
            local residents (i.e., neighbors);

            
         

         
         	
            fellow demesmen (a unit of a city-state);

            
         

         
         	
            fellow citizens of a city-state;[64] 
            

            
         

         
         	
            people of neighboring city-states;

            
         

         
         	
            fellow countrymen; and

            
         

         
         	
            the entire human race.

            
         

         
      

      
      Using Hierocles’s circles to get clear on Jefferson’s objection to ancient ethicians
         in his “Syllabus,” he seems to be saying that only the smallest circles—for example,
         one through five—are motivated by benevolence for the ancients. They seem also to
         exclude peace, love, and charity.
      

      
      In concession to Jefferson, the charge of egoism is, in some sense, founded. For
         the Stoics and other schools in antiquity that focus on virtue (e.g., Platonists and
         Peripatetics), pursuit of virtue, like the pursuit of bodily health, is principally
         a
         personal affair. Virtue is a matter of attaining equanimity of soul. Yet because of
         the
         political nature of humans, pursuit of virtue entails other-concern—that is one’s
         virtue
         or happiness is inextricably bound to the virtue or happiness of others. Equanimity
         cannot occur without other-concern. For Plato and Aristotle, the primary obligation
         concerns members of one’s city-state and, to a lesser extent, fellow Greeks. For the
         Stoics, as the cosmos itself comes to be seen as a polis of sorts—that is, a
         cosmopolis—secondary obligations include all humans. Thus, Jefferson’s objection is
         that
         the chief merit of benefiting others is that, in doing so, one benefits most
         oneself.
      

      
      Jefferson also embraced other Stoic ethical principles. Jefferson advises Peter Carr
         (19 August 1785) to place virtue before all other things. The Stoic view is that virtue
         is the sole good; vice, the sole bad.[65]  He advises Carr, in times of difficulty, to act as if the whole world were looking
         at him, which is tantamount to advising him always to be authentic— that is, to be
         the same person in public as in private.[66]  He advises Carr to behave justly, honestly, and with integrity. Chicanery decuples
         difficulties and vice.[67]  Jefferson’s tendency to avoid anger through avoiding confrontation[68]  is also Stoic, so too is his habit of reading good books to prompt virtuous action[69]  and his practice of personal reflection on his character, evidenced by his short
         writing “Services to My Country.”[70] 
      

      
      Lastly and briefly, Jefferson’s epistemology is indebted to Stoicism.[71] 
      

      
      For the Stoics, knowledge was reducible to sensory experiences. Knowledge was possible
         because certain sensory experiences—cognitive (literally “grasping”) impressions (phantasiai katalēptikai) that arose from objects and made an imprint on the soul that was isomorphic to the
         object from which it came—were unmistakably true and forced the mind to assent to
         them, though assent was essentially voluntary.[72] 
      

      
      Like the Stoics, for Jefferson, knowledge is based on sensory experience. As Jefferson
         writes in a letter to John Adams, “I feel: therefore I exist.” What does Jefferson
         feel? He feels bodies that are external to him and infers other things. He feels them
         changing place and infers space. “On the basis of sensation, of matter and motion,
         we may erect the fabric of all the certainties we can have or need” (15 August 1820).
      

      
      Most importantly, for the Stoics, being a good, virtuous person is the same as
         having a veridical approach to living. It is to be a “scientist” in the largest sense
         of
         the word—that is, to be one driven by pursuit of knowledge.[73] Thus, virtuous living was a matter both of assenting to those sensory
         experiences—and sensory experiences came with propositional content—that nowise admitted
         of doubt and of refraining from assenting to doubtful impressions. Strictly speaking,
         vice for Stoics was due to misjudgments of reason. Jefferson too regarded highly a
         veridical approach to living. Recall, for illustration, his reproach of those who
         spent
         an inordinate time reading novels—“the result [being] a bloated imagination, sickly
         judgment, and disgust toward all their real business of life.”[74]
         
      

      
      In short, pace Onuf and Burstein, Jefferson’s letters are significantly revelatory. They show a
         man, willingly assuming in some measure the life of a mill horse, out of a Stoic sense
         of duty to his fellow man and out of recognition that civility requires answers.
      

      
      Notes
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      Jefferson’s Political Philosophy

      
         II
         
      

      
      
      
      Jefferson’s “Great Experiment”

      
      
         “Never was a finer canvas presented to work on than our countrymen. All of them
            engaged in agriculture or the pursuits of honest industry, independent in their
            circumstances, enlightened as to their rights, and firm in their habits of order and
            obedience to the laws. This I hope will be the age of experiments in government, and
            that their basis will be founded on principles of honesty, not of mere force.” —TJ
            to John Adams, 28 February 1796
         

         
      

      A letter by Jefferson to Dr. Benjamin Rush (16 January 1811) relates the story of
         Jefferson’s dinner engagement with Alexander Hamilton and John Adams. At some point
         in the conversation, Adams asserts that the British system of government would be
         the most perfect system of government, should some of its “defects and abuses” be
         corrected. Hamilton counters that it is the most perfect form of government with its
         vices and would only be made impracticable by their correction. Jefferson adds:
      

      
      
         The room being hung around with a collection of the portraits of remarkable men, among
            them were those of Bacon, Newton and Locke, Hamilton asked me who they were. I told
            him they were my trinity of the three greatest men the world had ever produced, naming
            them. He paused for some time: “the greatest man,” said he, “that ever lived, was
            Julius Caesar.” Mr. Adams was honest as a politician, as well as a man; Hamilton honest
            as a man, but, as a politician, believing in the necessity of either force or corruption
            to govern men.
         

         
      

      The passage is multiparously meaningful, as it suggests starkly much about Jefferson’s
         political, moral, and even epistemological ideals. It suggests that his political
         ideals excluded force and corruption. It suggests that his moral ideals included honesty
         in both personal and political affairs, which shows that he believed political ideals
         are answerable to moral ideals. In addition, it suggests that his epistemological
         ideals—given that Bacon, Locke, and Newton were dyed-in-the-wool empiricists—were
         empiricist.[1] 
      

      
      Jefferson—qua architect, lawyer, geographer, farmer, inventor, politician, philologist,
         naturalist, and economist—was intimately involved in the world around him and a consummate
         empirical investigator of it. As an empiricist in the manner of Bacon and Newton,
         he was constantly in the business of framing hypotheses from all scientific disciplines,
         testing them against data, and essaying to subsume them, when confirmed, under more
         general and well-corroborated hypotheses. In short, Jefferson was always engaged in
         varied scientific experiments of one sort or another—whether they concerned the viability
         of the American whaling industry, testing foreign crops in American soils, establishing
         an isochronic pendulum to be used as a measuring instrument, or assessing the moral
         and rational faculties of Native Americans and African Americans. No less a person
         that August Comte thought Jefferson was a prophet of a new social philosophy and the
         man that put to the test of experience the principles by which humans could govern
         themselves.[2] 
      

      
      One such experiment stood out from all the others and was a lifelong obsession with
         broad implications—Jefferson’s republicanism. In several of his writings, Jefferson
         speaks of the making of the American nation as an “experiment” or “great experiment”[3]  involving governance, by the people, through reason and truth.
      

      
      This chapter is an analysis of Jefferson’s great experiment—his republicanism—and
         its several naturalistic, political, moral, and educative components, stated in the
         form of theses. Jefferson’s great experiment does not involve instantiation of any
         particular form of government, but instead a basic bottom-up schema that allows for
         honest, representative government in a liberal, progressive frame. Jefferson’s overall
         project is amazingly grand in scale and ambitious. His overall aim is eudaimonist—that
         is, that measure of human happiness to be gained through scientific and moral progress
         by breaking the mold of top-heavy, centralized, and coercive government. Jefferson’s
         new mold is liberal in that it allows significant free space for human individuality,
         while it invites free choice of responsible political participation.
      

      
      Jefferson’s Republicanist Experiment

      
      In a letter to John Tyler (28 June 1804), Jefferson mentions an “experiment” of representative
         government in which America is involved. It is an experiment that involves governance
         of man by man and allows man to be “governed by reason and truth.” He states, “I hold
         it, therefore, certain, that to open the doors of truth, and to fortify the habit
         of testing everything by reason, are the most effectual manacles we can rivet on the
         hands of our successors to prevent their manacling the people with their own consent.”
      

      
      Jefferson’s “Draft Declaration and Protest of the Commonwealth of Virginia, on the
         Principles of the Constitution of the United States of America, and on the Violations
         of Them,” written in December of 1825, mentions a “great experiment” in which America
         is involved.
      

      
      
         We owe every other sacrifice to ourselves, to our federal brethren, and to the world
            at large, to pursue with temper and perseverance the great experiment which shall
            prove that man is capable of living in society, governing itself by laws self-imposed,
            and securing to its members the enjoyment of life, liberty, property, and peace; and
            further to show, that even when the government of its choice shall manifest a tendency
            to degeneracy, we are not at once to despair but that the will and the watchfulness
            of its sounder parts will reform its aberrations, recall it to original and legitimate
            principles, and restrain it within the rightful limits of self-government.
         

         
      

      Jefferson’s vision for America was more than setting out a new manner
         of living for different sorts of people in a different land. America was Jefferson’s
         vision of arcadia, and the experimental results therein obtained were applicable to
         humans worldwide. Jefferson has planned, Robert Faulkner rightly states,
      

      
      
         for a great democratic nation of private individuals who are protected by a government
            that is their agent. The plan can be not only definite, but also a future-oriented
            and universal project to improve the world. For its politics and science of basic
            needs can be expected to attract most people, and it can also reconcile them to superiors
            who seem but representatives and experts in service to the public or to humanity at
            large.[4] 
         

         
      

      Jefferson saw America as a sort of political proving ground for his view of the
         human condition—humans as free, rational, and progressive beings.[5] Given that, he wished to establish a minimal political structure that
         invited fullest measure of political participation from all persons in a manner that
         allowed for virtue and talent, not wealth and birth, to govern, as well as the fullest
         measure of freedom from governmental intrusion in personal affairs. America would
         instantiate everything great from England and France, their science and technology,
         while avoiding the pitfalls of the excesses and deficiencies of each. It would be
         the
         rebirth of Greco-Roman agrarianism within a liberal, noncoercive, and progressive
         framework. “Never was a finer canvas presented to work on than our countrymen,”
         Jefferson writes in a letter to Adams (28 February 1796). Many farm, while others
         are
         engaged in honest industry. All know their rights and all have due respect for the
         laws.
         He adds, “This I hope will be the age of experiments in government, and that their
         basis
         will be founded on principles of honesty, not of mere force.”
      

      
      The Nature of Man

      
      “All men are created equal,” Jefferson writes as one of his “self-evident truths”
         in the “Declaration of Independence.” That is a strange statement for a self-acknowledged
         empiricist to assert, for being dubbed “self-evident,” it cannot be founded on observation.
      

      
      As an empiricist in the manner of Bacon, Locke, and Newton, reason’s role for
         Jefferson was to “establish conjunctions of successive events,” record the phenomena
         apparent to sight, and to “refer them to general laws.”[6] The scheme is Newtonian: there is neither room for speculation on causes,
         nor room for metaphysics. As he writes to John Adams (14 March 1820), “When I meet
         with
         a proposition beyond finite comprehension, I abandon it as I do a weight which human
         strength can not [sic] lift, and I think ignorance, in these cases, is truly the
         softest pillow on which I can lay my head.” Thus, given his avowed commitment to
         empiricism and his disdain of metempiricism, Jefferson’s statement of the equality
         of
         all persons cannot be grasped as a self-evident truth. It is, it seems, best grasped
         as
         propagandist—as part of Jefferson’s political agenda for the American cause. Jefferson
         borrowed from George Mason’s preamble to the “Virginia Declaration of Rights” to create
         an agenda for the new-forming nation.
      

      
      There is an alternative—one not incompatible with the propagandist thesis—the conditional
         thesis. One might also make sense of his statement on the equality of all persons
         hypothetically. Jefferson’s assertion of the equality of all persons is not a categorical
         truth, known to be true by the light of intuition, but one of many claims whose truth
         or untruth would be brought to light by the success or failure of the great political
         experiment he was proposing.
      

      
      What, however, did Jefferson mean by “equality”? John Smith[7]  argues sensibly that “equality,” at Jefferson’s time, had two different senses:
         equality of opportunity and equality of status. Equality of opportunity begins historically.
         It realizes the differences between persons—for example, talents, prior social status,
         education, and wealth—and seeks to “neutralize these differences by providing a homogeneity
         of living conditions within which everyone will have an equal opportunity in relation
         to everyone else to pursue his own well being”—what is tantamount to positive liberty.
         Equality of status begins philosophically. It recognizes that each human, considered
         qua human, is deserving of equal status in personhood and citizenship. The equality
         of the “Declaration” is chiefly equality of status, though Jefferson’s great experiment
         is also, to some extent, about creating equality of opportunity.
      

      
      Jefferson’s statement of the at-birth equality of all people—that is, equality of
         status—construed as a conditional claim, had some empirical support in Jefferson’s
         eyes—at least from the moral perch. Jefferson believed all persons were in some sense
         at-birth moral equals. The moral sense was given to all in the same way that seeing
         or
         hearing was given to all.[8] Jefferson, however, did not think that persons were in any sense at-birth
         equals vis-à-vis talents, yet he did seek to neutralize those differences of talent
         by
         providing living conditions in which each person could live pursuant to his own needs.
         Nonetheless, he did believe that all persons qua humans were deserving of equal
         personhood and citizenship.
      

      
      In addition to the at-birth equality of all persons, Jefferson believed that
         individuals were free and rational. An important corollary of this proposition relates
         to human happiness or flourishing—the topic of the next chapter. If humans are free
         and
         rational, then they are essentially choosing organisms. Choosing organisms are happiest
         when they are doing what they are best suited to do: choosing, without constraints.
         It
         follows that individuals are happiest, Jefferson believes, when they are allowed to
         choose their own path in life.
      

      
      What does it mean to be free and rational?

      
      Jefferson’s conception of “liberty” is mostly freedom from the coercion of other persons
         and of institutions. Jefferson writes to Isaac Tiffany (4 April 1819):
      

      
      
         Of liberty then I would say, that, in the whole plenitude of its extent, it is unobstructed
            action according to our will, but rightful liberty is unobstructed action according
            to our will within limits drawn around us by the equal rights of others. I do not
            add “within the limits of the law,” because law is often the tyrant’s will, and is
            always so when it violates the right of an individual.
         

         
      

      Liberty is, thus, fundamentally a moral category for Jefferson, not a political category.
         “For Jefferson,” writes Henry May, “political philosophy could never long be separated
         from moral philosophy; the nature of government depended on the nature of man.”[9]  That neatly captures his belief that no person is naturally superior to another
         at birth or by wealth—that is, that there is no natural aristocracy based on birth
         or wealth.[10] 
      

      
      Jefferson’s conception of “rationality” is more complex. Following fellow
         empiricists, reason is for Jefferson the faculty of comprehending sensory impressions,
         which involves analytic and synthetic functions. Yet as an empiricist, Jefferson was
         not
         an infallibilist about reason. Reason had its flaws. First, reason was dependent on
         sensation for its materials, and the senses sometimes deceived. Second, consistent
         with
         Hume, reason was beholden to the passions. One has only to consider Jefferson’s
         celebrated anodyne, “If feel, therefore I exist,” in a letter to Adams (15 August
         1820).
         Thinking is conspicuously absent. Finally, and this attends on the first point, the
         assertions of reason, vociferated with utmost certainty by various persons, were of
         the
         most varied sort. Of reason’s fallibleness, Jefferson says to Abigail Adams (11
         September 1804): “I tolerate with the utmost latitude the right of others to differ
         from
         me in opinion without imputing to them criminality. I know too well the weakness and
         uncertainty of human reason to wonder at its different results.”[11]

      
      Three Political Theses

      
      Jefferson’s political views, expressed succinctly and boldly in the “Declaration of
         Independence” and earlier in his “Summary View of the Rights of British Americans,”
         were
         themselves in his eyes confirmed during his five-years tenure in Europe. As a result
         of
         his stay in France as the American ambassador to that country, he became a Francophile
         and an ardent adherent of the French Revolution.[12] Only the rise of Napoleon and the threat to American independence that it
         posed turned him against the French. However, his view of the British was consistently
         critical and hostile, though it is clear that most of his hostility was an expression
         of
         ambivalence. He and his fellow Americans were mistreated and neglected by the “mother
         country.”[13] Nonetheless, he saw much during his tenure in Europe and was committed to
         draw out what was good in British and French politics and culture and avoid the pitfalls
         of each, while building his blueprint for his vision of a liberal, progressive society
         in America. One might say that Jefferson’s experimental vision of republicanism—his
         great experiment—was formed chiefly during his stay in Europe, though he often spoke
         harshly about his stay there.[14]
         
      

      
      The political dimension of Jefferson’s republicanism—a government of the people and
         answerable to the people—was not a specific vision of a specific political society
         with a specific constitution, but instead a schema for any progressive, liberal government
         that allowed for individuals to be individuals and for them to reaffirm or change
         their constitution with each generation. For Jefferson, the fundamental law of the
         land, the Constitution of Constitutions as it were, was the Bill of Rights. Jefferson’s
         commitment to empiricism made him averse to theories and systems of thought, inflexible
         to revision, and a “personal hatred of individual authors of great systems,” such
         as Plato, Aristotle, and Montesquieu.[15]  Thomas Fleming writes of the early American system and doubtless had Jefferson principally
         in mind. “The genius of the American system . . . was its very lack of system, which
         called forth the greatest effort and creativity from its citizens.” People, governing
         themselves, would become more creative and less servile.[16]  Dumas Malone adds: “[Jefferson] would reduce the functions of the federal government
         virtually to those of a disinterested policeman and unexacting landlord. The system
         he would set up . . . was the absence of a system.”[17] 
      

      
      The most fundamental principle of Jefferson’s political schema is his “mother
         principle,” which offers a definition of “republicanism.” In a letter to John Taylor
         (28
         May 1816), he states that “republic” in its most precise sense means “a government
         by
         its citizens in mass, acting directly and personally, according to rules established
         by
         the majority.” Yet such a government can neither be extended over a large expanse
         nor
         over a large number of persons. For such extensions, elected representatives are
         necessary. He qualifies his definition, “Governments are more or less republican as
         they
         have more or less of the element of popular election and control in their composition.”
         To Samuel Kercheval, some two months later (12 July 1816), he says, “[A] government
         is
         republican in proportion as every member composing it has his equal voice in the
         direction of its concerns . . . by representatives chosen by himself, and responsible
         to
         him at short periods.” The key constraint of the schema is that any particular form
         of
         government is always answerable to the people, because government is for the people.
         In
         that regard, the schema is fundamentally democratic.
      

      
      Jefferson’s basic republican schema for a progressive, liberal society entails three
         political theses, each concerning human rights.
      

      
      
         Political Thesis1 (PT1): Each
            generation of humans has the right to choose its own constitution.
         

         
         Political Thesis2 (PT2):
            Government’s principle functions are to secure for its citizens their independence
            and natural rights.
         

         
         Political Thesis3 (PT3): When a
            government fails to secure for its citizens their independence and natural rights,
            citizens have a natural right to revolt against their government.
         

         
      

      PT1 clearly is in keeping with Jefferson’s account of the nature of man. If humans are
         by nature rational and free, it follows that they ought to decide for themselves how
         to live and how to be governed. It also follows that no generation can decide for
         another generation what manner of living is best for it. Moreover, no generation can
         shackle or constrain another—for example, through inherited debts of a protracted
         war. “The earth belongs in usufruct to the living,” as Jefferson famously said in
         a letter to James Madison (6 September 1789). For a constitution to be the fundamental
         law of the state, it has to be the product of a “power superior to that of the ordinary
         legislature.” He insists on periodic conventions in which constitutions can be written
         and then submitted to the people for ratification.[18] 
      

      
      PT2 is not a statement of any particular sort of government that Jefferson has in mind—rule
         of one, few, many, or all—for “laws and institutions must go hand in hand with the
         progress of the human mind.”[19]  In asserting that all persons’ natural rights must be preserved, he is asserting
         that no government must intrude in the happiness of its citizens, free and rational.
         This, in conjunction with his “mother principle,” allows for the fullest active participation
         in the affairs of government as well as the fullest amount of independence. For Jefferson,
         independence and political participation are mutually entailing. He is neither a political
         atomist nor a communitarianist. He is a political meliorist.
      

      
      Finally, PT3 allows for protection from coercive, harmful governments in
         which elected representatives fail to represent the will of the majority. Given that
         a
         government’s fundamental function for Jefferson is to secure for its citizens their
         rights, when a government fails in its fundamental function, nature dictates that
         humans
         have a right to rise up and replace that government with another that is morally
         responsive.[20]
         
      

      
      Dumas Malone, Henry May, and Gilbert Chinard maintain that PT1 and PT3 entail that Jefferson was committed to a right to revolution that would leave open
         the possibility for each generation to draw up for itself its own constitution and,
         along with it, its own form of government, whatever form it might take. On this view,
         being rational and free entails that humans are essentially and merely choosing animals:
         what they choose is of little consequence so long as it is they who decide it. As
         generations succeed each other, they have the right to determine for themselves their
         own constitution, whatever form it may take. “There can be no doubt about [Jefferson’s]
         adherence to [political relativism] throughout the rest of his life,” after his years
         abroad, writes Malone.[21]  “[Jefferson’s] belief in unalienable, natural rights may have sat a bit uneasily
         with his historical relativism: rights endure but everything else must change,” states
         May.[22]  Chinard says Jefferson’s seeming utopian commitment to agrarianism is mere mouth
         honor to an ideal, incapable of realization. He ultimately paints Jefferson a relativist.[23]  Such an interpretation fits Jefferson into a Montesquieuan frame, where there are
         not better or worse constitutions, but where constitutions are fitted merely to particular
         peoples.[24] 
      

      
      Ascription of political relativism to Jefferson is puzzleheaded. Jefferson was not
         a political relativist. Adrienne Koch notes, “Jefferson sincerely believed that there
         is a ‘best’ form of government, a limiting ideal toward which legislators, statesmen,
         and educators may look for inspiration and guidance.” She adds that he knew no political
         ideal could be instantiated before its time.[25]  Otto Vossler[26]  makes the point more strongly. He posits that Jefferson was an imperialist that
         believed one particular form of government was superior to others.
      

      
      Jefferson was anything but a relativist about constitutions, but he was no imperialist.
         Jefferson’s republicanism in it broadest sense was not advocacy of any particular
         form of government—a particular constitution. He merely concerned himself with a political
         schema for any just, moral system of government and not any one instantiation of that
         schema. He advocated a specific schema of government, harmlessly elitist, where virtue
         and talent were rewarded over wealth and birth. As such, Jefferson’s “republicanism”
         allows for a multiplicity of constitutions, but it also rules out many others—for
         example, constitutions where those governing are not elected by and representative
         of the people, where birth and money determine who governs, and where natural rights
         are violated for personal gain. Jefferson’s political aim is a moral aim: he wishes
         government to be responsive to its citizens. His schema, thus, is fundamentally democratic.
      

      
      Despite his Greco-Roman communitarian leanings, Jefferson was always foremost a child
         of the Enlightenment. Consequently, he could not divorce himself from the notion that
         “rational” and “free” for humans entailed “progressive.” In sum, Jefferson’s liberal
         republicanism is ultimately in the service of social, scientific, and moral progress.
         Following Bacon, knowledge is not for its own sake, but for the sake of utility. “The
         business of life is with matter,” Jefferson writes to Sheldon Clark (5 December 1825),
         “that gives us tangible results. Handling that, we arrive at knowledge of the axe,
         the plough, the steam-boat, and everything useful in life. But from metaphysical speculations,
         I have never seen one useful result.” From Locke, Jefferson learned the basic principles
         of liberal government, in the service of progressive human interests. From Newton,
         Jefferson gained his materialism.[27]  He learned about the physical, atomistic framework for every physical body in the
         universe. From Bacon, Jefferson acquired an irreverence for the past. He was disabused
         of any anthropocentric teleological thinking, which dominated cosmological thinking
         for some 2,000 years. In short, Jefferson was a dyed-in-the-wool progressivist and
         was convinced that independence, truth, and rationality were indispensible for progress.
      

      
      So it is right to say that Jefferson followed Montesquieu in noting that governments
         needed to be fitted to particular peoples—as long as those peoples would agree to
         a basic liberal schema that guarantees human rights, allows for individual choice,
         and grants constitutional reform or upheaval within those parameters to ensure progress.
         Jefferson merely emphasized that people should not be democratized before they are
         ready to be democratized. As he writes in a letter to Madame La Comtesse de Tessé
         (20 March 1787), “Should they attempt more than the established habits of the people
         are ripe for, they may lose all, and retard indefinitely the ultimate object of their
         aim.”
      

      
      In short, what the political theses together show is neither that Jefferson’s republicanism
         is relativistic about constitutions nor that it is a pigheadedly elitist. Jefferson
         “republicanism” is not about constitutions at all, but instead about setting up a
         basic schema of government for any political system that is liberal, responsive to
         the needs of its people, and progressive. His schema is set up empirically, not a
         priori, and thus takes the form of a great experiment, with broad implications. Jefferson’s
         republicanism, as a synthesis of republican sentiments of his time,[28]  posed a challenge for the Federalists of his day and poses a challenge for Machiavellians
         and Hobbesians of any day.
      

      
      Finally, Jeffersonian republicanism is not just a provincial ideal, suited to Americans.
         Jefferson writes to Diodati (3 August 1789) of developments in France:
      

      
      
         I have so much confidence on the good sense of man, and his qualifications for self-government,
            that I am never afraid of the issue where reason is left free to exert her force;
            and I will agree to be stoned as a false prophet if all does not end well in this
            country [i.e., France]. Nor will it end with this country. Hers is but the first chapter
            of the history of European liberty.
         

         
      

      Three Moral Theses

      
      Jefferson’s political experiment depends crucially on the existence of a rational
         faculty and an independent moral faculty that acts like a sensory organ. His moral-sense
         theory betrays a debt to the Scottish empiricists—especially Lord Kames, who was committed
         to moral progress.[29]  Write Ari Helo and Peter Onuf:
      

      
      
         Kames taught that moral progress can only take place in particular civic communities,
            in a “society under government.” The critical challenge for Jefferson and his fellow
            revolutionaries was to prove to the world—and to themselves—that they constituted
            such a community. After all, they had been free people with their own colonial governments
            ever before the Revolution, unwilling to be “reduced to a state of nature” by Parliament’s
            effort to dissolve those governments.[30] 
         

         
      

      The exact relationship of rationality to the independent “moral sense” (see chapter
         8) is unclear for Jefferson. His letter to Maria Cosway (12 October 1786) suggests
         that
         the two faculties are not only independent, but contrary. It is the function of reason
         to square a circle or trace the orbit of a comet. It is the function of the moral
         sense
         to feel sympathy, benevolence, justice, love, and friendship. “Morals were too essential
         to the happiness of man,” he says, “to be risked on the incertain [sic]
         combinations of the head.” Here again, we see Jefferson expresses uncertainty about
         the
         capacities of reason.
      

      
      Jefferson’s letter to Peter Carr (10 August 1787) one year later states that the moral
         sense is as much a part of a person’s nature as are his senses of hearing and seeing.
         It is as much a part of a person as his leg or arm. Like the strength of limbs, it
         too is given to persons in a greater or lesser degree, but that degree may be changed
         through exercise. It seems from Jefferson’s comparison to hearing and sight that the
         moral sense is a faculty like one of the senses that may be tied to a specific bodily
         organ, which the letter to Cosway states playfully is the heart. Yet his comparison
         with a limb immediately thereafter suggests that we take the comparison heuristically—that
         is, saying it belongs to each person as much as a leg or an arm is merely to show
         analogically that it can be made better or worse through exercise. All we can say
         is that the moral sense is linked to the sensory faculty and that it sits in judgment
         of our own moral impulses and the actions of others. The function of reason is “in
         some degree” to oversee the exercise of the moral faculty, “but it is a small stock
         which is required for this.”
      

      
      A letter to Thomas Law (13 June 1814) states that the social dispositions (i.e., the
         moral sense) are not planted in everyone, for all rules have exceptions. Some persons,
         for instance, are born without organs of sight or hearing; others, without hands.
         “The want or imperfection of the moral sense in some men, like the want or imperfection
         of the senses of sight and hearing in others, is no proof that it is [not] a general
         characteristic of the species.” Want or imperfection of the moral sense can be rectified
         by education, appeals to reason, and the presentation of motives to do good, such
         as love, and motives to avoid evil, such as social rejection.
      

      
      Given some description of the moral sense for Jefferson and its relationship to human
         rationality, we can now state Jefferson’s key moral theses.
      

      
      
         Moral Thesis1 (MT1): Every person,
            endowed with moral sense, is potentially as good a judge of morally correct action
            as any other person.
         

         
         Moral Thesis2 (MT2): All persons,
            being free and rational, are deserving of certain fundamental rights, guaranteed by
            nature.
         

         
         Moral Thesis3 (MT3): Any
            particular form of government will be best run when it allows the best
            citizens—those freely elected and those who have excelled in talent and virtue—to
            govern.
         

         
      

      MT1 and MT2 are expressions of what Jefferson means by his assertion of the basic, at-birth equality
         of all persons. Concerning MT1, “State a moral case to a ploughman and a professor,” he says to Carr (10 August
         1787), “the former will decide it as well, and often better than the latter, because
         he has not been led astray by artificial rules.” Given MT1, MT2, and his account of human nature, it follows that no person is morally privileged.
         Birth and wealth are not legitimate means of dictating moral betterment. That said,
         MT3 follows: governments are best in which the most talented and virtuous, freely elected,
         govern.
      

      
      Through his moral theses, Jefferson, in effect, is challenging the assertion of Aristotle[31]  that there are natural hierarchies of rationality and morality. Aristotle states
         that the only free, rational persons are Greek men of full maturity. Women have a
         rational faculty that is incapable of governing. Greek boys have underdeveloped rational
         faculties. All non-Greeks are simply psychically and morally defective—that is, incapable
         of full rationality and, thus, natural slaves of or tools for Greek men.
      

      
      In effect, Jefferson is arguing that anyone who uses another as a tool brings harm
         to that other through illegitimate and immoral treatment of that other. In treating
         another as a tool, the wrongdoer fails to acknowledge the personhood of that other
         and commits a moral wrongdoing. Here Jefferson looks unexpectedly like Kant, who asserts
         that the grounding principle of all morality and political societies is the treatment
         of each rational being as an end and not a means. To prevent such moral mistreatment,
         all persons must be granted basic moral standing,[32]  which Jefferson accomplishes politically through insisting that a bill of rights—that
         is, MT2—be appended to the Constitution, for “a bill of rights is what the people are entitled
         to against every government on earth, general or particular, & what no just government
         should refuse, or rest on inferences.”[33] 
      

      
      In spite of Jefferson’s express commitment to the fundamental moral equality of all
         persons, the moral dimension of his political experiment, as MT3 states, is
         essentially elitist—though not harmfully so.
      

      
      It is in a letter, whose moral implications have been much neglected in the literature,
         to John Adams (28 October 1813) that Jefferson’s moral vision comes best into focus.
         The letter is a reply to prior letters by Adams on his sense of “aristoi”—a sense radically different from that of Jefferson. The different takes that Adams
         and Jefferson have on “aristoi” is an expression of their different approaches to politics and, perhaps, is in some
         measure the difference between Federalists and Republicans of Jefferson’s day.
      

      
      On 9 July 1813, Adams begins by noting a request from Jefferson of some thirty years
         ago for him to write something on aristocracy. Since that request, Adams says, he
         has been “writing Upon that Subject ever since,” without being understood by readers.
         “Birth and Wealth together,” he adds by appealing to experience, “have prevailed over
         Virtue and Talents in all ages.”
      

      
      Subsequent letters show that the topic of the aristoi is one that Adams cannot let aside. On 13 July 1813, Adams states, “Whig and Torey
         [sic] belong to Natural History,” as the ancient Greeks wrote of the continual quarrels
         of the two Ladies Aristokratia and demokatia [sic]. He adds in a passage that starkly reveals the differences between the two friends
         on their views of human nature:
      

      
      
         Inequalities of Mind and Body are so established by God Almighty in his constitution
            of Human Nature that no Art or policy can ever plain them down to a Level. I have
            never read Reasoning more absurd, Sophistry more gross, in proof of the Athanasian
            Creed, or Transubstantiation, than the subtle labours of Helvetius and Rousseau to
            demonstrate the natural Equality of Mankind. Jus cuique [i.e., justice for each];
            the golden rule; do as you would be done by; is all the Equality that can be supported
            or defended by reason, or reconciled to common Sense.
         

         
      

      Adams returns to the topic of aristoi in letters on July 15, August 14,
         September 2, and September 15 of the same year. In the final three of them, he appeals
         to the authority of the ancient Greek poet Theognis,[34] who argues that wealth and birth are two monsters “in the Constitution of
         human nature, and wrought into the Fabrick of the Universe” that cannot be eliminated,
         only subdued (14 August 1813). “The five Pillars of Aristocracy,” he writes in a
         subsequent letter (2 September 1813), “are Beauty [sic] Wealth, Birth, Genius and
         Virtues. Any one of the three first, can at any time over bear any one or both of
         the
         last two.” The consistent sentiment is that there cannot be an aristoi based on
         talent and virtue, as men have always chosen and will always choose wealth, birth,
         and
         even beauty in preference to them.
      

      
      With an express focus on Adams’s letters of August 14 and September 2, Jefferson
         offers a lengthy reply on 28 October of 1813. He begins by noting that the passage
         by
         Theognis is a moral exhortation (Gr., parainesis), a reproof, to the effect that
         procreation ought not to be for the sake of pleasure, but for the sake of children
         of
         upstanding character. Nature, Jefferson objects, does not trust the moral motive.
         It
         seems to make the procreation of children not the object, but the effect of sexual
         excitation and activity. The sexual impulse carries away persons to such an extent
         that
         scarcely a thought is given to the beauty, healthiness, understanding, and virtue
         of
         those engaged in the act of intercourse. Yet selectivity, as done with animals and
         recommended by Theognis, would doubtless improve the human species and produce a race
         of
         aristoi, “[f]or experience proves that the moral and physical qualities of
         man, whether good or evil, are transmissible in a certain degree from father to son.”
         In
         such a way, Jefferson acknowledges, it is possible to generate a natural aristocracy
         of
         humans, based on virtue and talents, in place of the “accidental aristoi” of the
         “fortuitous concourse of breeders.”
      

      
      At this point, Jefferson takes himself to be in agreement with Adams on the
         existence of a natural aristoi. He differs from Adams on the nature of its
         constitution. For Adams, the “natural aristoi” comprise the beautiful, wealthy,
         well born, the talented, and the virtuous.[35] For Jefferson, only the talented and virtuous are by nature aristoi.
         The other categories listed by Adams—and here Jefferson mentions specifically ambition
         and wealth—make up an “artificial aristocracy,” which is currently in place in
         governmental institutions. He says that the natural aristocracy is “the most precious
         gift of nature for the instruction, the trusts, and government of society.” He adds
         rhetorically, “May we not even say that that form of government is the best which
         provides the most effectually for a pure selection of these natural aristoi into the
         offices of government?”
      

      
      The rhetorical question is crucial to grasping Jefferson’s experiment. Following Aristotle,
         it is not so much the form of government that matters—whether it is a government directed
         by one, a few, or a large number—but whether the social structure makes it probable
         that the true aristoi will govern and a government directed by the aristoi will never allow for any form of direct democracy. The many cannot be the best.
      

      
      The only way to allow for the best to govern is to leave selection of governors in
         the hands of the people. Given the natural political equality of all persons, government
         must be under the consent of those governed. John Zvesper writes, “Jefferson . . .
         thought the best way of ensuring that the truly virtuous and talented, rather than
         the ‘artificial aristocracy’ based on wealth and family connections, were those who
         ended up in positions of authority was ‘to leave to the citizens the free election
         and separation of the aristoi from the pseudo-aristoi, of the wheat from the chaff.’”[36]  The passing of laws abolishing primogeniture and entails have put “the axe to the
         root of Pseudo-aristocracy.”[37] 
      

      
      Overall, two things are evident. First, Jefferson did not wish to leave any room in
         government for the artificial aristoi—even such room where they could do but
         little mischief—as did Adams. To give them any function in governing affairs was to
         invite disaster. Second, Jefferson’s trust of the people was not unconditioned. To
         him,
         trust took the form of a dilemma: One could trust the gentry to govern on behalf of
         the
         people or the people to govern on behalf of themselves. Trust of the gentry has been
         tried and has failed, for the gentry rule on and only on their own behalf. Trust of
         the
         people has not been tried. So it is worth a try.
      

      
      Three Educational Theses

      
      Jefferson believed that the best form of government provides for a pure selection
         of these natural aristoi. Keys to a pure selection are the participation of citizens in some level of governmental
         affairs, to ensure unity and political stability, as well as their education, to hone
         their moral and critical faculties to ensure good judgment. In short, Jefferson’s
         great experiment critically requires educational reform through instantiation of two
         key political reforms: general education and the ward system.[38] 
      

      
      The key to establishing a natural and not artificial aristoi was the general
         education of the masses, who, Jefferson maintained pace Plato and Hobbes, were
         fully capable of making decisions concerning their own best interest, given the
         existence of adequate rational and moral faculties, both of which needed honing and
         exercise. Honing and exercise, especially for the rational faculty, came through
         education.
      

      
      Overall, Jefferson embraced three critical educative theses.

      
      
         Educative Thesis1 (ET1): An
            educated citizenry is needed to ensure informed decision making on the election of
            suitable governors.
         

         
         Educative Thesis2 (ET2): An
            educated citizenry is needed to ensure detection and redress of political
            abuses.
         

         
         Educative Thesis3 (ET3):
            Some measure of voluntary political participation of all citizens is needed as a
            check of political corruption, and some measure of education is needed for political
            participation.
         

         
      

      Given Jefferson’s commitment to government by the natural aristoi, ET1 articulates his plan for securing rule for the most virtuous and talented. Jefferson
         believed that the universality of the moral sense allowed potentially for all persons
         to participate wisely in the election of virtuous and talented officials. Some level
         of general education, however, was needed to hone that faculty and develop each person’s
         critical faculties. ET2 is a precautionary measure. In the event that harm is being done to the people or
         some part of them, an educated citizenry will be capable of detecting the abuse and
         redressing it through removal of the corrupt governors. In extreme cases of complete
         governmental corruption, revolutionary actions will be taken against the government.
         MT3 expresses Jefferson’s commitment to bottom-up government—his ward system—and his
         abhorrence of strong government. I elaborate on these theses below.
      

      
      Jefferson’s government of natural aristoi was critically dependent on general education for the masses of men and higher education
         for those who would be governors at the various nonparochial levels. Only in that
         way could tyranny be forestalled. This was not the Rousseauan view of the congenital
         goodness of all persons, but instead a general observation, driven by scrutinizing
         history, that a structure must be put into place to guarantee, insofar as such things
         can be guaranteed, that people would be treated with civility and dignity, that their
         natural rights would be preserved, and that governments would not abuse their powers,
         granted to them by the citizenry. The need of such structure is itself evidence of
         Jefferson’s general mistrust of those that have traditionally been in positions of
         governing.
      

      
      Jefferson’s vision of a natural aristocracy is expressed at the beginning of his “Bill
         for the General Diffusion of Knowledge” (1779). Some forms of government have proven
         themselves better than others in allowing the free exercise of the natural rights
         of their citizenry. Still, a slip into tyranny is possible, even in the best of circumstances.
         To prevent tyranny and to preserve the capacity for the free exercise of natural rights,
         education is needed: general education to inform the citizenry of its rights and keep
         it continually aware of the possibility of tyranny; higher education to cultivate
         knowledge and virtue in the best citizens to prepare them for participation in the
         highest level of governmental affairs.
      

      
      
         And whereas it is generally true that the people will be happiest whose laws are best,
            and are best administered, and that laws will be wisely formed, and honestly administered,
            in proportion as those who form and administer them are wise and honest; when it becomes
            expedient for promoting the publick [sic] happiness that those persons, whom nature hath endowed with genius and virtue, should
            be rendered by liberal education worthy to receive, and able to guard the sacred deposit
            of the rights and liberties of their fellow citizens, and that they should be called
            to that charge without regard to wealth, birth or other accidental condition or circumstance;
            but the indigence of the greater number disabling them from so educating, at their
            own expence [sic], those of their children whom nature hath fitly formed and disposed to become useful
            instruments for the public, it is better that such should be sought for and educated
            at the common expence of all, than that the happiness of all should be confided to
            the weak or wicked.[39] 
         

         
      

      In short, just laws and just administration of laws promote human flourishing by maximizing
         human liberty, and just laws and just administration of laws come about when there
         are just governors and judges and an educated citizenry. Education is needed to create
         that pool of men capable and sufficiently moral to govern towns, cities, and the nation—the
         natural aristoi.
      

      
      The creation of wards and ward schools was envisaged to ensure not only general
         education for all citizens to manage their daily affairs and to ensure moral engagement
         but also to facilitate some level of political participation and, perhaps most
         importantly, to offer the best check against political corruption. As such,
         ET3 says that the best way to secure citizens’ liberties and prevent
         political corruption is for each person to participate in some measure in the affairs
         of
         government. When everyone is a part of the affairs of government, each is responsible
         for his own and others’ well-being, and that allows for a sense of functional unity
         in a
         system of government that no coercive regime can have. In short, ET3 is a
         liberal restatement of Plato’s commitment in Republic to self-control to ensure
         that each person is doing his part in the affairs of the polis).[40]

      
      Upshot

      
      Jefferson wrote at his first inaugural address:

      
      
         I know, indeed, that some honest men fear that a republican government can not be
            strong, that this Government is not strong enough; . . . I believe this, on the contrary,
            the strongest government on earth. I believe it the only one where every man, at the
            call of the law, would fly to the standard of the law, and would meet invasions of
            public order, as his own personal concern.[41] 
         

         
      

      The tone suggests some measure of adoption of his republican schema and a large measure
         of political and moral progress.
      

      
      Years later in a letter to John Adams (28 October 1813), Jefferson says that a change
         is taking place in Europe.
      

      
      
         Science had liberated the ideas of those who read and reflect, and the American
            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. It has failed in it’s [sic] first effort, because
            the mobs of the cities, the instrument used for it’s accomplishment, debased by
            ignorance, poverty and vice, could not be restrained to rational action. But the
            world will recover from the panic of this first catastrophe. Science is progressive,
            and talents and enterprise on the alert.
         

         
      

      This scientific liberation—and here he undoubtedly has in mind the triad of liberators
         Bacon, Locke, and Newton—has the result of freeing the people to recognize that those
         most fit to govern are the natural aristoi and that “rank and birth, and tinsel-aristocracy will finally shrink into insignificance
         even there [in Europe].”
      

      
      In a letter to François Barbé Marbois (14 June 1817), Jefferson writes that the growth
         and prosperity of America, since its independence, has been rapid.
      

      
      
         Our [American] lot has been happier. When you witnessed our first struggles in the
            war of independence, you little calculated, more than we did, on the rapid growth
            and prosperity of this country; on the practical demonstration it was about to exhibit,
            of the happy truth that man is capable of self-government, and only rendered otherwise
            by the moral degradation designedly superintended on him by the wicked acts of his
            tyrants.
         

         
      

      It suggests that the experiment of self-governance is obtaining favorable results.

      
      It seems clear that Jefferson’s own verdict about his great experimental schema, though
         not fully adopted because of the taint of Federalism, was positive. What, however,
         is our verdict on Jefferson’s experiment today?
      

      
      Judged by the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Morton Frisch[42]  writes that the experiment has failed. “The essential failure of Jeffersonian liberalism
         as it projected itself through the nineteenth century and into the twentieth consisted
         in a one-sided and oversimplified concentration on individualism and all that this
         implies for politics and government.” Twentieth-century liberalism, he adds, found
         a place for governmental regulation—that of ensuring economic well-being for citizens
         through some control of private enterprise and granting some minimum measure of a
         standard of living. Drawing from Roosevelt’s Address to the Young Democratic Clubs
         (1935), “freedom and opportunity do not mean a license to climb upwards by pushing
         other people down.”
      

      
      Jeffrey Sedgwick[43]  notes rightly that the rise of industrial capitalism, which Jefferson began to notice
         later in his life, made instantiation of Jeffersonian republicanism impossible. He
         says, “[A]grarianism was receding, the notions of private property and economic freedom
         had been captured and transformed by the corporation, limited government appeared
         less to protect individual freedom than to expose it to destruction at the hands of
         the trusts.” The rise of industrial capitalism made limited government impossible.
         Yet failure of the experiment does not entail irrelevance. Jefferson’s relevance is
         philosophical and exists in the “abstract and universal quality of his thought” and
         the capacity of divorcing his notions of liberty and progress from limited government.
      

      
      Were Jefferson alive today, he might disagree with the verdicts of both scholars.

      
      First, it must be noted that Jefferson’s republicanism is a mere schema for a liberal,
         progressive government and not a particular instantiation of it. It is a blueprint
         that allows for certain types of constitutions and rules out others. So failure of
         the American political system is not failure of Jefferson’s schema of republicanism.
      

      
      Today’s political system is manifestly not based on Jefferson’s republican schema,
         but is chiefly economic. Happiness and human flourishing are dictated by a non-Jeffersonian
         liberalism that is markedly atomic and based on perception of economic prosperity.
         As I have elsewhere written:
      

      
      
         Much of the political force of liberal individualism today has come from economic
            theory—specifically, the “Keynesian revolution” in American economics of the mid-twentieth
            century. Keynesian economics began by accepting existing consumer preferences as given
            and tried to regulate the economy by manipulating consumer demand. This represented
            a marked shift from the early Republican, civic vision of a participatory government
            of free laborers[44]  to one based on consumerist economic policies that bracketed civic questions and
            focused instead on considerations of economic growth. This shift from seeing individuals
            as producers to seeing them as consumers has given political sanction to a substantive
            notion of individuals as freely choosing wanting beings, whose notion of civic duty
            and whose desire for meaningful work have been supplanted by a desire to enjoy goods
            through efficiency of production and maximal leisure—scarcely a recipe for civic and
            political integration.[45] 
         

         
      

      Second, and this attends on the first objection, Jefferson would argue that the sorts
         of failures noted by Frisch and Sedgwick are chiefly failures of our educational institutions
         and of decentralization. Educational state-run institutions today are perhaps mostly
         without the taint of religious persuasion, but they are not without the taint of corporate
         capitalism’s force—a force that is unfortunately too significant. Failure to promote
         the ward system nationally allowed for strong, centralized government and prevented
         full political participation. So when educational institutions are not truly liberal
         and the basic political structure does not allow for equal participation on behalf
         of all citizens, Jefferson might argue, the sort of cooperative individualism he advocated
         must fail. In such a milieu, there can be only an eidolon of national identity.
      

      
      Jefferson might have been an idealist, as Sedgwick states, but he was also a
         practicalist. He did notice the rise of industrialism in America. “The spirit of
         manufacture,” he said, for instance, in a letter to P. S. Dupont de Nemours (28 June
         1809), “has taken deep root among us, and its foundations are laid in too great expense
         to be abandoned.” That at least shows that he loosened his stance on agrarianism over
         time,[46] but it is not an abandonment of his progressive, liberal vision.
      

      
      Overall, Jefferson could not have foreseen the extent to which corporate capitalism
         would come to dictate American political affairs, as it does today, and even manipulate
         the general American view of the good life to one of economic “well-being” through
         bloated consumerism that is managed skillfully by corporate monopolies. That, however,
         is not the result of a reaction to Jefferson’s “oversimplified concentration of individualism,”
         as Frisch says, but failure to recognize its importance.
      

      
      Individualism has been crushed by runaway corporate capitalism. Politicians seem driven
         more by keeping happy CEOs than by protecting citizens’ rights and preserving human
         liberties. Jefferson’s vision was not oversimplified individualism, one might argue,
         that failed to accommodate industrial capitalism. It merely failed to accommodate
         industrial capitalism as the goad for human well-being. In that, I suspect, time will
         prove Jefferson to be more in touch with human nature than are today’s Keynesianists.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         1. TJ to John Adams (15 August 1820) and TJ to George F. Hopkins (5 September 1822) give
               especial
               evidence of his staunch empiricism.

         2. Gilbert Chinard, “Jefferson among the Philosophers,” Ethics, Vol. 53, No. 4, 1943: 267–68.

         3. The language was in keeping with the times—that is, the triumph of Newtonianism. It
               was an age of experiments with constitutional governments in, for instance, Switzerland,
               Holland, France, Spain, and South America. See Adams’s letter to Jefferson, 16 July
               1814.

         4. Robert K. Faulkner, “Jefferson and the Enlightened Science of Liberty,” in Gary L.
               McDowell and Sharon L. Noble (eds.), Reason and Republicanism: Thomas Jefferson’s Legacy of Liberty (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1997), 42.

         5. TJ to Count de Moustier, 17 May 1788.

         6. TJ to John Trumbull, 15 February 1789, and TJ to John Adams, 15 August 1820.

         7. John Smith, “Philosophical Ideas Behind the ‘Declaration of Independence,’” in Revue Internationale de Philosophia, Vol. 31, 1977: 374–75.

         8. TJ to Thomas Law, 13 June 1814, and TJ to Peter Carr, 10 August 1787.

         9. Henry F. May, “The Enlightenment,” Thomas Jefferson: A Reference Biography, ed. Merrill D. Peterson (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1986), 51.

         10. TJ to John Adams, 28 October 1813. See also J. W. Cooke, “Jefferson on Liberty,” Journal of
                  the History of Ideas, 34, 1973: 565–71, and Faulkner, 1997, 43.

         11. See also TJ to Patrick Henry, 27 Mar. 1779; TJ to John Randolph, 1 Dec. 1803; and
               TJ to Edward Livingston, 4 Apr. 1824.

         12. Though convinced that the French were not ready for self-government, he was
               committed to the view that the success of America’s political experiment was
               fatefully linked with the success of the French Revolution. See TJ to Colonel
               Mason, 4 February 1791.

         13. TJ to William Duane, 12 August 1810.

         14. For example, TJ to Walter Jones, 14 August 1787. For Jefferson’s debt to European
               thinking, see G. G. Shackelford, Thomas Jefferson’s Travels in Europe,
                  1784–1789 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995),
               167.

         15. Karl Lehmann, Thomas Jefferson: American Humanist (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, [1965], 1994), 82–83.

         16. Thomas Fleming, “Three Faces of Democracy: Cleisthenes, Jefferson, and Robespierre,”
               Telos, 104, 1995, 64.

         17. Dumas Malone, Jefferson & His Time, Volume 4: Jefferson as President: First Term, 1801–1805 (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1970), 22.

         18. Thomas Jefferson, Query XIII, Notes on Virginia, Writings, 247–50.

         19. TJ to Samuel Kercheval, 12 July 1816.

         20. Jefferson desired a national constitutional convention to meet every nineteen
               years to reevaluate the existing constitution. Such a regular meeting would
               perhaps forestall potential revolutions and bloodshed, reverse governmental
               degeneration, and reassert the primacy of natural rights, secured by natural
               law. See Harold Hellenbrand, “Roads to Happiness: Rhetorical and Philosophical
               Design in Notes on the State of Virginia,” Early American Literature,
                  Vol. 20, 1985, 8.

         21. Dumas Malone, Jefferson & His Time, Volume 6: The Sage of Monticello (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 1981), 138.

         22. Henry F. May, “The Enlightenment,” Thomas Jefferson: A Reference Biography, ed. Merrill D. Peterson (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1986), 52.

         23. Gilbert Chinard, Thomas Jefferson: The Apostle of Americanism (Ann Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press, [1929] 1962), 132–35.

         24. Philipp Ziesche, “Exporting American Revolutions: Gouverneur Morris, Thomas Jefferson,
               and the National Struggle for Universal Rights in Revolutionary France,” Journal of the Early Republic, Vol. 26, No. 3, 2006: 442.

         25. Adrienne Koch, The Philosophy of Thomas Jefferson (Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, 1957), 132.

         26. Otto Vossler, Jefferson and the American Revolutionary Ideal, C. Philippon and B. Wishy (trans.) (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1982),
               85, 117, and 181–86.

         27. TJ to John Adams, 15 August 1820.

         28. TJ to Henry Lee, 8 May 1826.

         29. For an excellent analysis of Jefferson’s debt to the Scottish empiricists as well
               as of his account of the moral sense, see Jean M. Yarbrough, “The Moral Sense, Character
               Formation, and Virtue,” Reason and Republicanism: Thomas Jefferson’s Legacy of Liberty, Gary L. McDowell and Sharon L. Noble (eds.) (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
               Inc., 1997), 271–303.

         30. Ari Helo and Peter Onuf, “Jefferson, Morality, and the Problem of Slavery,” The William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. 60, No. 3, 2003: 598–99.

         31. Aristotle, Politics, trans. C. D. C. Reeve (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc. 1998), I.1–8
               and 13.

         32. Immanuel Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. James W. Ellington (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc.,1993),
               §429.

         33. TJ to James Madison, 20 December 1787.

         34. Greek poet from Megara, sixth century B.C.

         35. In a follow-up letter, Adams considers 100 men, equal in talents and virtue. In
               discussion and deliberation, 25 of the 100 will be found—by virtue of their
               birth, fortune, figure, eloquence, science, learning, craft, cunning, or
               character—to carry 50 votes. “Every one of these 25, is an Aristocrat, in my
               Sense of the Word . . . .” An aristocrat is one, he later adds, who can carry
               more than one vote; a democrat, only one. JA to TJ, 15 November 1813.

         36. John Zvesper, “Jefferson on Liberal Natural Rights,” Reason and Republicanism: Thomas Jefferson’s Legacy of Liberty, ed. Gary L. McDowell and Sharon L. Noble (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield
               Publishers, Inc., 1997), 23.

         37. TJ to John Adams, 28 October 1813.

         38. TJ to John Tyler, 26 May 1810.

         39. Thomas Jefferson, Writings, 1984, 365.

         40. Plato, Republic, trans. G. M. A. Grube (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett
               Publishing Company, Inc., 1992), 420b and 430d-432a.

         41. Thomas Jefferson, “First Inaugural Address,” Writings, 493.

         42. Morton Frisch, “Jeffersonianism and the New Deal,” Reason and Republicanism: Thomas Jefferson’s Legacy of Liberty, ed. Gary L. McDowell and Sharon L. Noble (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
               Inc., 1997), 211.

         43. Jeffery Sedgwick, “Jeffersonianism in the Progressive Era,” Reason and Republicanism: Thomas Jefferson’s Legacy of Liberty, ed. Gary L. McDowell and Sharon L. Noble (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield
               Publishers, Inc., 1997), 202.

         44. This was the civic ideal embraced by thinkers such as Jefferson, Madison, Jackson,
               and Theodore Roosevelt, where a citizen’s freedom was to be found in meaningful, independent
               labor.

         45. M. Andrew Holowchak, “Liberty, Autonomy, and the ‘Great Divide,” Philosophy in the Contemporary World, Vol. 13, No. 1, 2006, 25.

         46. See M. Andrew Holowchak, “Jefferson’s Moral Agrarianism: Poetic Fiction or
               Normative Vision,” Agriculture and Human Values, Vol. 7, No. 1, 2011:
               9–19.

      

      Jefferson’s Liberal “Eudaimonism”

      
      
         “What a satisfaction have we in the contemplation of the benevolent effects of our
            efforts, compared with those of the leaders on the other side, who have
            discountenanced all advances in science as dangerous innovations, have endeavored
            to
            render philosophy and republicanism terms of reproach, to persuade us that man
            cannot be governed but by the rod, &c. I shall have the happiness of living
            & dying in the contrary hope.” —TJ to John Dickinson, 6 March 1801
         

         
      

      Jefferson had never written a formal philosophical essay and, though his one book,
         Notes on the State of Virginia, is peppered with philosophical snippets, it is nothing close to a philosophical work.
         Hence, it is not surprising that philosophers tend to ignore him.
      

      
      Nonetheless, perusal of his writings—his public papers, addresses, and especially
         his
         correspondence to select correspondents—reveals a lifelong learner who is strongly
         inclined to philosophy. It reveals avid interest in cosmology, epistemology, philosophy
         of religion, aesthetics, ethics, and, of course, political philosophy. It reveals
         a
         person who, over his lifetime, developed a well-fashioned, consistent political
         philosophy that was, in one sense, fundamentally equalitarian, in that it granted
         base-level equality of moral desert and allowed for full political participation of
         all
         citizens at some level, but in another sense, meritocratic, in that it acknowledged
         differences in human talent and worth and allowed for a political structure that put
         talent and worth to work for the good of the general citizenry.
      

      
      Jefferson the philosopher is generally overlooked by historians, political scientists,
         and biographers. Indices by them tend not to include terms such as “happiness,” “progress,”
         “knowledge,” “human nature,” “beauty,” and “cosmos” that would give readers some notion
         of the philosophical dimension of his thinking. That perhaps comes as no surprise,
         for such scholars are typically not in the business of disclosing and critically examining
         metaphysical and epistemological commitments and normative assertions. Nonetheless,
         this omission needs to be remedied, for otherwise the picture we get of Jefferson
         is oversimple, unsubtle, and incomplete and, thus, misleading.
      

      
      This book is some attempt to right the ship, as it were, by giving a sketch of the
         normative dimension of Jefferson’s political thinking—what Dumas Malone dubs Jefferson’s
         “liberated intelligence.”[1]  Jefferson’s political thinking is normative, because it is driven by a definite
         sense both of the nature of the human organism and of what it means for humans to
         be happy or to flourish, which has inescapable political implications. In short, Jefferson’s
         political thinking is in key respects reducible and answerable to his ethical thinking—a
         subtle admixture of old and new that I dub Jefferson’s “liberal eudaimonism.”
      

      
      There are four key features of Jefferson’s liberal eudaimonism: liberalism, eudaimonism,
         meritocracy, and progressivism. I examine each in turn in the remainder of this chapter.
      

      
      “A Wise and Frugal Government”

      
      The most salient element of Jefferson’s political philosophy is its liberalism. Jefferson’s
         liberalism comprises purchases of “freedom from” (negative liberty) and “freedom to”
         (positive liberty)—the second of which is generally overlooked or disacknowledged
         in the literature. Those purchases are not political expedients; they are fundamentally
         ethical, as they are wedded to and dependent on a specific notion of human flourishing
         that is indebted to ancient Greek and Roman eudaimonism.
      

      
      As an advocate of natural rights and limited government, Jefferson qua liberal has
         traditionally been placed squarely in an atomistic, Lockean frame.[2]  Jefferson’s conception of liberty is a code of restraint on sovereignty, exercised
         by a few or many—that is, negative liberty. Freed from potential abuse through political
         intervention in their affairs, citizens are at liberty to manage their own affairs
         as they see fit to do so.
      

      
      The negative-liberty strain of Jefferson’s political philosophy is abundantly obvious,
         so much so that scholars tend to equate or come dangerously close to equating Jefferson’s
         notion of happiness with government nonintervention in people’s affairs—a form of
         liberal atomism. I offer some examples.
      

      
      T. V. Smith says that Jefferson is a dyed-in-the-wool liberal that is committed foremost
         to the notion that democratic societies are best and democratic societies are those
         in which citizens embrace toleration of various views of the good life as a progressive
         ideal. The good life is one of political participation with the liberty, at day’s
         end, to be left alone to do what one wants to do. “Government itself, the very framework
         of outer accommodation, indeed exists primarily to protect . . . the privacy of the
         individual. This privacy is the very seedbed in which ideals germinate and in which
         alone they can securely grow and proliferate.” Most sacred among the human rights
         is the right to be left alone.[3] 
      

      
      Horace Kallen agrees, but takes Jefferson’s commitment to negative liberty one step
         further. He posits that freedom—that is, freedom from—is Jefferson’s telos. “For Jefferson, Freedom is the going and the goal. Even happiness is not so elemental.
         For happiness is not an unalienable right; only the pursuit of happiness is.”[4] 
      

      
      Joyce Appleby, acknowledging a “communitarian” trend in the literature, says that
         Jefferson’s liberalism is predominantly atomistic and forward-looking. Jefferson places
         the private interests ahead of concern for public utility. The influence of ancient
         thought on Jefferson’s political thinking, to the extent that it exists, is negligible.[5] 
      

      
      Jeffrey Sedgwick too categorizes Jefferson as a liberal atomist. Yet he says that
         Jefferson’s “liberty” is Machiavellian, not friendly. “[H]is commitment to liberty
         reflects a Machiavellian moment, an encouragement of civic prickliness, rather than
         civic friendship, with the anticipated result of political conflict conducive to change
         and progress.” Liberty for Jefferson is the right to withdraw. He adds: “There [at
         Monticello] he was free to create as he willed precisely because he was so detached
         from the particularities of traditional Virginian society. It is this connection of
         liberty and progress to abstraction or universalization that is Jefferson’s profoundest
         legacy to the Progressive Era.”[6] 
      

      
      Robert Faulkner argues that Jefferson’s liberalism is utilitarian in hue. Jefferson’s
         liberty is planned liberty for useful power—that is, the rights to life, liberty,
         and happiness. It liberates the passions and ingenuity. It frees persons from fear
         of death and useless desires. It devises useful arts and inventions.[7]  It is liberty of an Epicurean, apolitical sort—that is, intellectually liberating,
         once one is freed of the tyranny of governmental intervention in one’s life.[8] 
      

      
      Thus, according to the atomism rendering of Jefferson’s liberalism, citizens only
         grudgingly give their service to their state in a socially responsible manner to earn
         time to themselves or, in Epicurean/contractarian fashion, to protect themselves from
         injustice. The guarantee of governmental noninterference requires some amount of political
         participation. What citizens do when they are not politically involved neither concerns
         the state nor concerns anyone else, so long as in their actions bring no harm to others.
         Jefferson here is a short step away from Bentham. That, at least, is the aperçu one
         gets from a prima facie reading of Jefferson’s letters—especially when he writes, as he often does, of his
         abhorrence of political participation and his desire to retire to his domestic affairs
         at Monticello.[9] 
      

      
      In concession to liberal atomists, Jefferson was indebted to Locke. He believed in
         natural rights—foremost among these being life, liberty, and property—and natural
         rights belonged to humans by nature and were independent of their manner of living.
         He believed that humans ought to be governed by reason, not force. He believed that
         government ought to interfere in individuals’ personal affairs only when individuals
         interfere with peace and social order. He believed that truth, if unimpeded, would
         ultimately prevail over untruth. He believed that humans were fair judges of how government
         was acting, but they could not involve themselves in everyday political affairs without
         bias—that is, they needed to be governed.[10] 
      

      
      There is no question that Jefferson was unwaveringly committed to negative liberty.
         Nonetheless, the liberal-atomist thesis is untenable, first, because Jefferson’s liberalism
         goes beyond Locke and, second, because Jefferson’s liberalism is not atomistic.
      

      
      Liberal atomism cannot be sustained because of Jefferson’s views of morality, which
         are substratal to his republicanism. Humans are inescapably social creatures, because
         they are inescapably moral creatures, and morality, he says, for instance, in his
         “Syllabus,” significantly includes Jesus’s message of duty to others—beneficence.[11]  Thus, there is no retreat from political participation, because there is no retreat
         from moral responsibility, even in retirement. Jefferson states that unequivocally
         in a letter to Peter Carr (10 August 1787). “Man was destined for society. His morality
         therefore was to be transformed to this object. He was endowed with a sense of right
         and wrong merely relative to this.” Thus, morality demands political participation
         in a morally responsible manner and disallows a separation of one’s public persona
         and one’s private persona—what customarily occurs in consequentialist lines of morality
         like Mill’s utilitarianism. “I know but one code of morality for men,” he says in
         a letter to James Madison (28 August 1789), “whether acting singly or collectively.
         He who says I will be a rogue when I act in company with a hundred others, but an
         honest man when I act alone, will be believed in the former assertion, but not in
         the latter.” Consequently, when Jefferson in letters repines for retirement to Monticello
         and his domestic affairs, he is not repining for withdrawal, as Sedgwick asserts.
         He instead repines for a life of local political participation and a narrower field
         of moral engagement, which, for the Stoics, is more in keeping with a man whose youth
         is behind him. After his stint as president, his various local engagements—especially
         his work on the University of Virginia—demonstrate that. “Withdrawn by age from all
         other public services and attentions to public things,” Jefferson writes to Judge
         Augustus Woodward, “I am closing the last scenes of life by fashioning and fostering
         an establishment for the instruction of those who are to come after us. I hope its
         influence in their virtue, freedom, fame and happiness, will be salutary and permanent”
         (3 April 1825).
      

      
      For Jefferson, like Locke, men are born with natural rights, which are needed for
         moral and intellectual improvement. Three are foremost for Jefferson—freedom of thought,
         freedom from tyranny, and freedom to choose and determine one’s destiny—and they are
         granted humans both in the state of nature and in civil society.[12]  Those freedoms do not blue-pencil consideration for morally correct actions; they
         complement it.
      

      
      That is a point recognized by J. W. Cooke. He writes, “Here Jefferson’s ‘moral sense’
         played a significant conciliatory role by predisposing men to behave honestly and
         benevolent toward their fellows, and thus negating some of the otherwise irreconcilable
         tensions which might be prompted by man’s self-love.” For Cooke, Jefferson’s notion
         of natural rights is a moral absolute to measure the extent to which the moral sense
         is operative in human intercourse and a utilitarian measure for social control.[13] 
      

      
      In all, there is a communitarian strain in Jefferson’s political thought. Yet to note
         a communitarian strain is not to categorize Jefferson as a communitarian—a mistake
         made by scholars at the other extreme.[14]  Jefferson was no communitarian—at least, not in that he somehow, like Plato, saw
         the state in some sense as axiologically prior to its collection of citizens.[15]  For Jefferson, the state exists for the sake of it citizens, not the converse.
      

      
      Liberal eudaimonism, thus, is a commitment to the inseparability of Jefferson’s political
         thought from his moral thought. Jefferson’s republicanism is driven by his views of
         the good life, not conversely—as is the case with many political theorists, who wish
         to accommodate moral thinking to political thinking, and John Rawls comes readily
         to mind. Jefferson is greatly indebted to Greek and Roman ethical thought—especially
         Homer, Aristotle, Epicurus, Epictetus, Lucretius, Virgil, and even Plato, whom he
         expressly reviled.
      

      
      What scholars have missed throughout is Jefferson’s allegiance not just to a
         politically efficient society but also to a morally just society—that is, one that
         is
         structured to encourage fullest political participation and virtuous
         activity.[16] As his natural-aristoi letter to John Adams (28 October 1813) shows,
         virtue is literally assured by Jefferson’s political schema: Virtuous political
         officials are voted into office by an educated citizenry, and they are morally
         answerable to that citizenry. Nothing here is forced. Jefferson’s schema neatly aligns
         itself with the innate tendency for morally correct action that characterizes his
         moral-sense ethics.
      

      
      Consequently, Jefferson’s conception of liberty is normatively packed and wedded to
         a notion of human flourishing that involves virtuous activity. Liberty is more than
         doing what one has to do so that one can retire to one’s own affairs. Jefferson is
         committed to liberty in the service of human flourishing, where flourishing, the topic
         of the next section, entails commitments to liberty and virtue—that is, a duty to
         one’s fellow citizens.
      

      
      Along such lines, Jefferson was not above some level of government intervention in
         citizens’ affairs to promote human flourishing. He proposed, for instance, a
         constitutional amendment in 1806 that would allow for improvements toward the general
         welfare—viz., the opening of roads, clearing of rivers, and building of canals. “What
         he
         was advocating,” writes Dumas Malone, “was a comprehensive national system which would
         embrace ‘all the great interests of the Union’ and diffuse and increase national wealth
         ‘by opening an intercourse between the remotest extremes’ of the country.”[17]
         
      

      
      “To Close the Circle of Our Felicities”

      
      The second element of Jefferson’s liberal eudaimonism is eudaimonism.

      
      “Eudaimonism,” drawn from Aristotle’s view of eudaimōnia—commonly translated as “happiness”—is the view that the best manner of living is to
         live well or to flourish. Etymologically, it comes from the Greek word eu, meaning “good,” and the Greek word daimōn, meaning “lesser deity.” The sense here literally is that of being favored by a god
         (i.e., being fortunate or blessed); less literally, but more in keeping with Greek
         use of eudaimōnia by the time of Aristotle (fl. fourth century B.C.) is that of happiness in the sense
         of living well or flourishing, chiefly through living virtuously. The two most prominent
         eudaimonist schools of thought in antiquity were that of Aristotle and that of the
         Stoics.
      

      
      For Aristotle, human flourishing is critically linked with the concept of aretē—commonly translated as “virtue,” but better translated in the wider sense as “excellence”—which
         has both political and apolitical senses. Human flourishing involves politically—in
         the sense of the polis or Greek city-state—the exercise of excellence of character (ethikē aretē) through generous, courageous, magnanimous, just, and friendly actions, inter alia. Apolitically, human flourishing involves the exercise of excellence of thought (dianoētikē aretē) through contemplation of unchanging truths.[18]  Both sorts of excellence are manifestations of psychical equanimity.
      

      
      Yet for Aristotle, other factors outside of human control come into play and influence
         human flourishing, for the goods that comprise happiness, though preeminently psychical
         (aretai or the virtues), are also external (e.g., wealth and fame) and bodily (e.g., health
         and beauty). Human flourishing involves some measure of all goods, but a complete
         stock of psychical goods without bodily and external goods prevents one from being
         miserable, though one will not be happy, while a complete stock of bodily and external
         goods without psychical goods leads to misery, as if one were without goods of any
         sort.[19] 
      

      
      For the Greek and Roman Stoics, in contrast, human flourishing is solely a matter
         of
         internal, psychical goods—that is, internal stability through virtuous activity.
         External and bodily goods are not goods per se, because, as Seneca says, “[they]
         can be put to wrong use” and whatever can be put to wrong use is not an unqualified
         good.[20] Though Aristotle’s external and bodily goods are not categorized as “goods”
         for Stoics, they are deemed “conveniences” (Gr., proēgmena; L., commoda)
         in that it is better for one to have them, but they nowise affect one’s happiness.
         In
         short, psychical goods are deemed sufficient for human happiness.[21]
         
      

      
      Jefferson is a eudaimonist of some persuasion and, though he gives no indication of
         being casually acquainted with Aristotle’s ethical treatises, more in the Aristotelian
         than the Stoic mold. His addresses and correspondence especially show that he has
         a very
         definite notion of the good life, which critically involves virtuous activity through
         exercise of the moral sense as well as some stock of bodily and external goods.
      

      
      As is the case with Aristotle and the Stoics, human happiness for Jefferson involves
         no separation of political and private dimensions. “A nation,” he writes to George
         Hammond (29 May 1792), “as a society, forms a moral person, and every member of it
         is
         personally responsible for his society.” Moral government through virtuous citizenry
         is
         the basis of good government. “If ever the morals of a people could be made the basis
         of
         their own government,” he says to John Adams (28 February 1796), “it is our case.”
         To
         Miles King (26 September 1814), he writes, “God . . . has formed us moral agents .
         . .
         that we may promote the happiness of those with whom He has placed us in society,
         by
         acting honestly towards all, benevolently to those who fall within our way, respecting
         sacredly their rights, bodily and mental, and cherishing especially their freedom
         of
         conscience, as we value our own.” To Pierre Samuel du Pont de Nemours (24 April 1816),
         he says, “[W]hen we come to the moral principles on which the government is to be
         administered, we come to what is proper for all conditions of society. . . . I believe
         .
         . . that morality, compassion, generosity, are innate elements of the human
         constitution.”
      

      
      In his first inaugural address, Jefferson humbly acknowledges that the job he has
         undertaken is “above his talents” and he asks for the help, guidance, and support
         of those who have been given the “sovereign functions of legislation” as well as their
         associates. He then offers a précis of the political facet of his eudaimonism through
         an elaboration of key normative principles of good government, which are posited for
         the sake of human happiness. First, the will of the majority must prevail and that
         will, if rightful, must be reasonable—that is, it must not, in its expression, violate
         the rights of any minority. Second, there must be “a wall of separation between church
         and state,” for true religion—“inculcating honesty, truth, temperance, gratitude,
         and the love of man”—is universal.[22]  Third, since every difference of opinion need not be taken as a “difference of principle,”
         there must be forbearance apropos of dissenting viewpoints.
      

      
      Jefferson turns to the question of whether a government of and by the people can be
         strong. He says, “I believe this . . . the strongest Government on earth. I believe
         it the only one where every man, at the call of the law, would fly to the standard
         of the law, and would meet invasions of the public order as his own personal concern.”
         That is so, because in America “honors and confidence from our fellow citizens” are
         derived from actions, not birth.[23]  In short, moral respect for all citizens through acknowledgment of fundamental rights
         and regard for talents and virtue in good government leads to the sort of functional
         unity of a state that prompts its citizens to care for it as they would for their
         own home. “This is the sum of good government, and this is necessary to close the
         circle of our felicities.”[24] 
      

      
      In his second inaugural address, Jefferson refers to the retrogressive tendencies
         of ultraist conservatives—that is, ultraist Federalists—that “inculcate a sanctimonious
         reverence for the customs of their ancestors” such that “whatsoever they did, must
         be done at all times.” After his chastisement of conservatives, he adds in an effort
         toward rapprochement and in a manner that neatly sums his liberal eudaimonism and
         underscores the moral discernment of both the general citizenry and those governing:
      

      
      
         In giving these outlines, I do not mean, fellow citizens, to arrogate to myself the
            merit of the measures; that is due, in the first place, to the reflecting character
            of our citizens at large, who, by the weight of public opinion, influence and
            strengthen the public measures; it is due to the sound discretion with which they
            select from among themselves those to whom they confide the legislative duties; it
            is due to the zeal and wisdom of the characters thus selected, who lay the
            foundations of public happiness in wholesome laws, the execution of which alone
            remains for others; and it is due to the able and faithful auxiliaries, whose
            patriotism has associated with me in the executive functions.[25]
            
         

         
      

      It might be objected that Jefferson, like all presidents, is engaged
         in nothing more than political propaganda in his presidential addresses. That view,
         I
         maintain, is mistaken, for it is the same view that Jefferson freely iterates in letters
         to intimates and philosophically inclined correspondents. Jefferson had a fixed notion
         of the human condition and a well-formed conception of human flourishing. As it is
         with
         Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics, for Jefferson, humans are political or social
         creatures, and human flourishing is to be had not in isolation from other humans,
         but in
         social settings and through morally responsible actions in them. The difference for
         Jefferson is that his thoughts on human flourishing, though well formed, are empirically
         based and revisable, not a priori. For example, in answer to foreseeable doubts
         about his republicanism, he merely says in his first address, “Let history answer
         this
         question.”[26]
         
      

      
      There are also Jefferson’s numerous letters, which are invaluable for fleshing out
         his view of the good life. I offer a small selection of varied quotes.
      

      
      Jefferson (15 July 1763) writes to childhood friend John Page, “Perfect happiness
         .
         . . was never intended by the Deity to be the lot of one of his creatures in this
         world;
         but that he has very much put in our power the nearness of our approaches to it, is
         what
         I as steadfastly believe.” That view, expressed early in life, Jefferson would take
         to
         his grave.[27] Happiness for Jefferson is an ideal toward which one can converge, but not
         realize, and the extent of such convergence, as it was for Aristotle and the Stoics,
         is
         very much up to each person.
      

      
      In numerous letters, happiness is linked with liberty—so many that the two concepts
         must be fused. I give merely a small sample. To Jean Baptiste Ternant (23 February
         1793), Jefferson says, “Be assured Sir that the government & the citizens of the
         U.S. view with the most sincere pleasure every advance of your . . . nation towards
         it’s
         happiness, an object essentially connected with it’s liberty.” To Thaddeus Kościusko
         (26
         February 1810) he asserts, “The freedom and happiness of man . . . [are] the sole
         objects of all legitimate government.” To Thomas Cooper (29 November 1802), Jefferson
         writes: “A noiseless course, not meddling with the affairs of others, unattractive
         of
         notice, is a mark that society is going on in happiness. If we can prevent the
         government from wasting the labors of the people, under the pretence of taking care
         of
         them, they must become happy.” To A.L.C. Destuit de Tracy (26 January 1811), Jefferson
         says, “I know that I have never been so well pleased, as when I could shift power
         from
         my own, on the shoulders of others; nor have I ever been able to conceive how any
         rational being could propose happiness to himself from the exercise of power over
         others.[28] Jefferson even applies the notions of governmental nonintervention and
         happiness to commerce between nations in a report in 1793.[29] Finally and most significantly, there is Jefferson’s “Declaration of
         Independence,” where, drawing from Locke’s fundamental rights to life, liberty, and
         property, Jefferson’s fundamental rights are life, liberty, and happiness. Writes
         Gilbert Chinard of the “Declaration of Independence,” “I do not believe that any other
         State paper in any nation had ever proclaimed so emphatically and with such finality
         that one of the essential functions of government is to make man happy, or that one
         of
         his essential natural rights is ‘the pursuit of happiness.’”[30]
         
      

      
      In many letters, Jefferson says it is in some measure the task of government to
         secure citizens’ happiness. In his “Draft Constitution for Virginia” (1776), Jefferson
         proposes, “Every person of full age neither owning nor having owned [50] acres of
         land,
         shall be entitled to an appropriation of [50] acres or to so much as shall make up
         what
         he owns or has owned [50] acres in full and absolute dominion.”[31] The clear implications are both that there is a material side to freedom and
         that some governmental incentives ought to be in place to encourage freedom—that is,
         freedom-from, without some measure of freedom-to, is not freedom. Ten years later
         (9
         July 1786), he asks James Monroe, “How may the territories of the union be disposed
         of
         so as to produce the greatest degree of happiness to their inhabitants?” The implication
         here is that cities, towns, and land in general ought to be zonated to promote human
         flourishing. To David Campbell (27 March 1792), Jefferson writes, “That [government]
         is
         calculated to produce general happiness, when administered in it’s true republican
         spirit, I am thoroughly persuaded.” To Francis Adrian van der Kemp (22 March 1812),
         Jefferson states, “The only orthodox object of the institution of government is to
         secure the greatest degree of happiness possible to the general mass of those associated
         under it.” Consistent with Plato in Republic, it is not the function of a
         thriving republic to guarantee the happiness of all persons in it, but the greatest
         amount of happiness of those in it.[32] “I will hazard therefore but the single expression of assurance,” Jefferson
         says to the Marquis de La Fayette (28 October 1822), “that this general insurrection
         of
         the world against it’s tyrants will ultimately prevail by pointing the object of
         government to the happiness of the people and not merely to that of their
         self-constituted governors.” Again as is the case with Plato, it is the function of
         those governing to secure the general happiness.[33] To James Madison (17 February 1826), he writes:
      

      
      
         It has also been a great solace to me, to believe that you are engaged in vindicating
            to posterity the course we have pursued for preserving to them, in all their purity,
            the blessings of self-government, which we had assisted too in acquiring for them.
            If ever the earth has beheld a system of administration conducted with a single and
            steadfast eye to the general interest and happiness of those committed to it, one
            which, protected by truth, can never know reproach, it is that to which our lives
            have been devoted.
         

         
      

      The suggestion in each of those quotes is that it is in some measure the function
         of government to secure happiness by some interventions in citizens’ affairs. Those
         interventions must be designed with the long-term aim of promoting human flourishing
         through assuring human progress and science, while honestly respecting autonomy.
      

      
      In “Opinion on the French Treaties,” Jefferson links happiness to justice and states
         that the respect government ought to show its citizens, it likewise ought to show
         other nations. Promises between individuals ought to be kept; so too with promises
         between nations.
      

      
      
         All the tranquillity [sic], the happiness & security of mankind rest on justice, on the obligation to respect
            the rights of others. The respect of others for our rights of domain & property is
            the security of our actual possessions; the faith of promises is our security for
            the things which cannot be delivered or executed on the spot. No more security, no
            more commerce among men, if they think themselves not obliged to preserve faith, to
            keep their word. This obligation then is as necessary as it is natural & indubitable,
            among nations who live together in a state of nature, & who acknolege [sic] no superior on earth, to maintain order & peace in their society. Nations & their
            governors then ought to observe inviolably their promises & their treaties.[34] 
         

         
      

      To Dr. John Manners (12 June 1817), vis-à-vis the objection that humans cannot flourish
         in America, Jefferson says, “If [deity] has made it a law in the nature of man to
         pursue his own happiness, He has left him free in the choice of place as well as mode,
         and we may safely call on the whole body of English jurists to produce the map on
         which nature has traced for each individual the geographical line which she forbids
         him to cross in pursuit of happiness.”
      

      
      There is an abundance of material from which I can draw to support my claims further—especially
         the linkage of liberty and happiness. I need not. The bone of contention, of course,
         is whether we are to take such passages on human flourishing as being foundational
         for Jefferson’s political theorizing, when they might be obiter dicta.
      

      
      It is a mistake to ignore or attenuate these passages, because they show clearly
         that Jefferson’s political ideals are inescapably normative—a point generally
         disacknowledged by scholars.[35] Jefferson has a definite conception of the nature of the human organism and
         how it functions best. That view is not Darwinian. Humans, for Jefferson, are neither
         construed as organisms that are evolving through adaptation to changes in environments
         over time nor construed as organisms that can become extinct through failure to adapt
         to
         radical environmental changes. Humans for Jefferson have a well-defined, fixed nature
         that is capable of improvement and refinement through exposure to the right sorts
         of
         experiences. Human improvement and refinement require the right sort of milieu—one
         that
         is political, free, and progressive.[36] Hence, what he sometimes calls his political “experiment” (see chapter 2) is
         essentially an ethical experiment concerning human flourishing.
      

      
      “Separation . . . of the Wheat from the Chaff”

      
      The third element of Jefferson’s liberal eudaimonism, and the strongest evidence that
         his notion of liberty is in the service of human flourishing, is his commitment to
         meritocratic government—that is, governing by the most talented and virtuous by nature—covered
         fully in the previous chapter.
      

      
      Jefferson believes that all persons are deemed equal insofar as they are deserving
         of the same fundamental rights and they have the same basic capacity for morally correct
         action. Desert of the same fundamental rights is no political expedient, but grounded
         in
         nature, for desert of fundamental rights can be justified only by the existence in
         each
         person of a moral sense—a faculty implanted in each person by deity and possessed
         by
         each person roughly the same and a faculty through which a ploughman’s moral discernment
         is equal to, often better than, a professor.[37]
         
      

      
      In his letter to John Adams on the natural aristoi (28 October 1813) Jefferson states that only the best and most virtuous by nature
         can secure the well-being of a thriving, progressive republic and only the people,
         endowed with a moral faculty and sufficient reason, can decide who are the best and
         most virtuous. In effect, his republicanism aims to steer clear of the toxic effects
         of traditional aristocracies, based on heredity or wealth, and the leveling influence
         of radically egalitarian populist democracy, which at least theoretically sees no
         differences between humans. Recognizing two fundamental sorts of persons, laborers
         and learned,[38]  his republicanism aims to create a political state through specifying a basic political
         schema for just government in which science will flourish, the state will progress
         both intellectually and morally, and both laborers and learned will prosper, inasmuch
         as is possible. His intention is not atomistic and not communitarian, but melioristic.
      

      
      Beyond the existence of the moral sense in which all share equally, Jefferson recognizes
         different degrees of moral attainment in, and different degrees of aptitude and skill
         possessed by, each person. Not all the natural aristoi are cut out for governing. For instance, after complimenting David Rittenhouse (19
         July 1778) for his contribution to the welfare of Pennsylvania and noting that all
         able persons have a duty to participate in governmental affairs, he adds:
      

      
      
         I am also satisfied there is an order of geniuses above that obligation, & therefore
            exempted from it [and] nobody can conceive that nature ever intended to throw away
            a Newton upon the occupation of a crown. It would have been a prodigality for which
            even the conduct of providence might have been arraigned, had he been by birth annexed
            to what was so far below him. Cooperating with nature in her ordinary economy we should
            dispose of and employ the geniuses of men according to their several orders and degrees.
         

         
      

      Thus, desert of the same fundamental rights does not qualify everyone equally for
         governmental office any more than does desert of the same fundamental rights qualify
         everyone to be a blacksmith, a merchant, husbandman, or a teacher.
      

      
      In short, Jefferson’s letter to Rittenhouse shows that nations and citizens prosper
         not just when the best and most virtuous rule. That is too thick and manifestly false.
         Nations and citizens prosper when the best and most virtuous are employed to the best
         of their capacities for the well-being of a state. In consequence, some of the natural
         aristoi will govern, others will be employed as scientists and educators, and so on.
      

      
      “The Flames Kindled on the 4th. of July 1776”

      
      The fourth and much-overlooked element of Jefferson’s liberal eudaimonism is progressivism.

      
      As his correspondence with John Adams on the natural aristoi shows, Jefferson’s political experiment is nontrivially revolutionary. He is proposing
         government of the best—the most virtuous and talented—elected by and responsible to
         the people. Adams, the realist and Federalist, cannot do other than see things as
         they have been. For Adams, history shows that humans are incapable of escaping their
         past. The link of wealth, birth, and even beauty to what is best is too fixed in humans
         for the sort of fundamental changes Jefferson proposes. Jefferson, the idealist and
         Republican, sees things as they might and ought to be. For Jefferson, history is morally
         and intellectually progressive and is a guide to future avenues of possible human
         exploration. History is on the move, humans are progressing, and Jefferson’s republicanism,
         a meritocratic admixture of aristocratic and equalitarian ideals, is a result of that
         moral and intellectual advancement. He sums much later in another letter to Adams
         (12 September 1821): “[T]he flames kindled on the 4th. of July 1776 have spread over
         too much of the globe to be extinguished by the feeble engines of despotism. On the
         contrary they will consume those engines, and all who work for them.”
      

      
      Jefferson’s writings show plainly that he consistently clung to the belief that humans
         as a whole were progressive beings. In keeping with the general trend of Enlightenment
         thinking and the rapid and stark advances of Enlightenment science, Jefferson believed
         that the human mind and the moral sense were massively underdeveloped and, thus, capable
         of substantial improvement. Advances observed in the past three centuries were evidence
         of that. He writes to John Adams (11 January 1816):
      

      
      
         [The 18th century] certainly witnessed the sciences and arts, manners and morals,
            advanced to a higher degree than the world had ever before seen. And might we not
            go back to the aera [sic] of the Borgias, by which time the barbarous ages had reduced national morality to
            it’s lowest point of depravity, and observe that the arts and science, rising from
            that point, advanced gradually thro’ al the 16th. 17th. and 18th. centuries, softening
            and correcting the manners and morals of man?
         

         
      

      Jefferson’s republican ideals were directed toward maximizing moral
         and intellectual improvement to promote human flourishing. Jefferson writes in a letter
         to Joseph Priestly (27 January 1800):
      

      
      
         The Gothic idea that we are to look backwards instead of forwards for the improvement
            of the human mind, and to recur too the annals of our ancestors for what is most perfect
            in government, in religion & in learning, is worthy of those bigots in religion &
            government, by whom it has been recommended, & whose purposes it would answer. But
            it is not an idea which this country will endure.[39] 
         

         
      

      In a letter to Pierre Samuel du Pont de Nemours (24 April 1816), he states:

      
      
         Although I do not, with some enthusiasts, believe that the human condition will ever
            advance to such a state of perfection as that there shall no longer be pain or vice
            in the world, yet I believe it susceptible of much improvement, and most of all in
            matters of government and religion [i.e., morality]; and that the diffusion of knowledge
            among the people is to be the instrument by which it is to be effected.
         

         
      

      In “Thoughts on Lotteries,” he speaks of the “ineffable joy” of those in retirement
         on seeing “a grade of science beyond their own ken.”[40]  Experience—for example, Bacon in philosophy; Boyle, Brahe, Galileo, Kepler, Rittenhouse,
         and Newton in science; and Locke and Sidney in political theory—is sufficient proof
         that humans were progressing intellectually. Experience—for example, Kames, Priestley,
         Sterne, and Hutcheson in moral theory—is sufficient evidence that humans were progressing
         morally also.
      

      
      It follows that Jefferson was not committed to mere negative liberty, as is the received
         view of his conception of “liberty.” As Robert Faulkner notes, liberty for Jefferson
         is “planned liberty” or “the liberty tailored to what is useful and accordingly in
         harmony with the science of useful powers that [humans] also develop.” He adds:
      

      
      
         Enlightened liberty is useful rational liberty, and enlightened science is useful
            science, including useful political science. . . . Together, this liberty and this
            science direct toward a state that relives human beings from the scarcity, foreign
            danger, and despotism that are all too natural. The decisive political effects are
            orderly and prospering republican nation-states and the progressive state of mind
            that is scientific civilization.[41] 
         

         
      

      Liberty, in short, is in the service of human well-being, and human well-being requires
         the continued forward march of science.
      

      
      No finer illustration of planned liberty for human flourishing exists than in his
         effort in 1796 to safeguard the printed laws of Virginia’s past for future generations.
         This collection was sent to his son-in-law, who was to send them to George Wythe.
         Writes
         Dumas Malone, “While political storms were raging in Richmond and Philadelphia he
         was
         not only overlooking his quiet acres; he was calmly striving to preserve for future
         generations of Americans what he regarded as priceless morsels of their
         heritage.”[42]
         
      

      
      Education was the key to that progress. To George Ticknor (25 November 1817), he
         expresses a Baconian appreciation of education. “My hopes however are kept in check
         by
         the ordinary character of our state legislatures, the members of which do not generally
         possess information enough to perceive the important truths, that knolege [sic]
         is power, that knolege is safety, and that knolege is happiness.” “I look to the
         diffusion of light and education,” he writes to Cornelius Blatchly years later (21
         October 1822), “as the resource most to be relied on for ameliorating the human
         condition, promoting virtue, and advancing the happiness of man.”[43]
         
      

      
      Education enables all citizens to pursue happiness as private persons and maximizes
         the happiness of all citizens collectively by readying each citizen for some level
         of participation in governmental affairs and preparing the elite, the natural aristoi, for morally sensitive participation in the highest levels of governmental affairs
         and in other disciplines, deemed essential for the progress of the state.[44] 
      

      
      Thus, happiness and liberty can be secured only through continued intellectual and
         moral advancement. Such advancement, he tells George Wythe (13 August 1786), requires
         educational reform in the direction of general, practical education. Jefferson, as
         is well known, had a schema for that too (see chapter 12).
      

      
      Upshot

      
      Though Jefferson never put his political philosophy in any formal treatise, perusal
         of his writings reveals a savvy political philosopher of the first rank.
      

      
      His political philosophy, fleshed out, shows Jefferson to be indebted to ancient moral
         and political thought as well as Enlightenment liberalism. He was, I assert, a liberal
         eudaimonist in that he was committed to an admixture of liberalism and eudaimonism
         as well as to meritocracy and progressivism. Thus, Jefferson’s liberalism, expressly
         acknowledged by most scholars to be a firm embrace of negative liberty, extends beyond
         negative liberty. It entails some sense of positive liberty that is built right into
         Jefferson’s republican schema for good government. That schema gets cashed out normatively
         as human thriving in a morally founded republic, in which, first, the most virtuous
         and talented guide citizens’ affairs by guaranteeing their liberties and, second,
         a morally sensitive citizenry, in effect, governs themselves through electing officials
         and sees to it that there are no abuses of power by those elected officials. Human
         flourishing for the state and its citizens is measured by citizens’ willful management
         of their own affairs without governmental intervention and a commitment to scientific
         advance.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         1. Dumas Malone, Jefferson and His Time, Vol. One: Jefferson the Virginian (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1948), 101.

         2. For the influence of Rousseau on Jefferson, see Richard K. Matthews and Elric Kline,
               “Jefferson
               Un-Locked: The Rousseauan Moment in American Political Thought,” History, On
                  Proper Principles: Essays in Honor of Forrest McDonald, ed. Lenore T.
               Early and Stephen M. Klugewicz, ISI Books, 2010.

         3. T. V. Smith, “Thomas Jefferson and the Perfectibility of Mankind,” Ethics, Vol. 53, No. 4, 1943, 304.

         4. Horace Kallen, “The Arts and Thomas Jefferson,” Ethics, 53, 1943, 278. See also Carl Becker, The Declaration of Independence: A Study in the History of Political Ideas (New York: Random House, 1958).

         5. Joyce Appleby, “What Is Still American in the Political Philosophy of Thomas Jefferson?”
               William and Mary Quarterly, 39, 1982, 291–93 and 295–96.

         6. Jeffrey Leigh Sedgwick, “Jeffersonianism in the Progressive Era,” Reason and Republicanism: Thomas Jefferson’s Legacy of Liberty, ed. Gary L. McDowell and Sharon L. Noble (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
               Inc.), 194–95.

         7. Robert K. Faulkner, “Jefferson and the Enlightened Science of Liberty,” Reason and Republicanism: Thomas Jefferson’s Legacy of Liberty, ed. Gary L. McDowell and Sharon L. Noble (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers,
               Inc.), 43.

         8. For Jefferson’s debt to Epicurus, see M. Andrew Holowchak, “Jefferson’s Moral Agrarianism:
               Poetic Fiction or Normative Vision,” Agriculture and Human Values, Vol. 7, No. 1, 2011: 9–19.

         9. Jefferson is much to blame for the liberal-atomist depiction of this political thinking.
               His
               correspondence is replete with expressions of his execration of public service
               to the neglect of his own affairs (e.g., TJ to George Washington, 19 February
               1791; to John Dickinson, 13 January 1807; and to Pierre Samuel du Pont de
               Nemours, 2 March 1809). Nonetheless, he remained a public servant in his
               “retirement” through his efforts in establishing the University of Virginia and
               daily attention to letter writing, which was no small task.

         10. Concerning the last point, Donovan says: “Thus, the political process that Locke endorses
               can be described as a constant check between separate and conflicting powers. The
               government determines the laws that rule the people and the people choose the officials
               who determine those laws. Both lack a power the other possesses. Both possesses (sic) a power that limits the other. The process is mutually restricted conflict. Locke’s
               writings become an attempt to empower a people who, nonetheless, do not and should
               not govern themselves.” Michael Donovan, “Pursuing Democracy as Moral Task: A Deweyan
               Response to Jeffersonian Revolution,” International Studies in Philosophy, XXVI/1, 1994, 2.

         11. TJ to Benjamin Rush, 21 April 1803.

         12. Grafted into the amendments that would become the Bill of Rights, which began with
               a series of four letters to Madison, the first of which was on 20 December 1787.

         13. J. W. Cooke, “Jefferson on Liberty,” Journal of the History of Ideas, 34, 1973, 565–71. Cooke, however, makes Jefferson a Benthamite. He was not. Political
               harmony, not social control, was Jefferson’s aim. The latter is a Hamiltonian notion.

         14. For example, Wills dubs Jefferson a “Scottish-Enlightenment communitarian.” Garry
               Wills, Inventing America: Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Co., 1977). Matthews argues that Jefferson goes beyond
               the liberal tradition in his allegiance to humanism, communitarian anarchism, and
               radical democracy. Richard Matthews, The Radical Politics of Thomas Jefferson: A Revisionist View (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 1984), 17–18.

         15. Plato, Crito, Five Dialogues, trans. G. M. A. Grube (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 1981), 50a–52d.

         16. TJ to Thomas Jefferson Randolph, 24 November 1808; TJ to Pierre Samuel du Pont de
               Nemours, 24, April 1816; “Opinion of the French Treaties,” Thomas Jefferson,
               Writings, Ed. Merrill D. Peterson (New York: The Library of America,
               1984), 432.

         17. Dumas Malone, Jefferson the President: Second Term, 1805–1809
                  (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1974), 553–60.

         18. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Terence Irwin (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 1999), EN 1103a14–17.

         19. EN 1098b13–18 and EN 1098b13–18. For a fuller discussion, see M. Andrew Holowchak, Happiness and Greek Ethical Thought (New York: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2008), ch. 2.

         20. Seneca, “Benefits,” Moral Essays, Vol. III, trans. John W. Basore
               (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001), V.xiii.2.

         21. See M. Andrew Holowchak, The Stoics: A Guide for the Perplexed (New York:
               Continuum International Publishing Group, 2008), chap. 1, esp. 29–35.

         22. Jefferson’s statement to the Danbury Baptist Association, 1 Jan. 1802. Thomas Jefferson,
               Writings, Ed. Merrill D. Peterson (New York: The Library of America, 1984), 510.

         23. Hatzenbuehler advances the position that Jeffersonian political and religious reforms
               and his philosophical ideology have only an aristocratic slant. That view flies in
               the face of much textual evidence to the contrary. Ronald L. Hatzenbuehler, “Growing
               Weary in Well-Doing: Thomas Jefferson’s Life among the Virginia Gentry,” The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, Vol. 101, No. 1, 1993, 5–36.

         24. Thomas Jefferson, “First Inaugural Address,” Writings, ed. Merrill D. Peterson (New York:
               The Library of America, 1984), 493.

         25. Thomas Jefferson, “Second Inaugural Address,” Writings, 520.

         26. Thomas Jefferson, “First Inaugural Address,” Writings, 493.

         27. For example, TJ to John Adams, 2 March 1816 and 8 April 1816.

         28. See also TJ to Madame de Lafayette, 16 March 1793, TJ to Joseph Priestley, 29
               November 1802, TJ to George Tincknor, 25 November 1817, TJ to Samuel Adams
               Wells, 12 May 1819, and TJ to Judge Spencer Roane, 6 September 1819.

         29. Thomas Jefferson, “Report on the Privileges and Restrictions of the Commerce of
               the United States in Foreign Countries,” Writings, 435–48.

         30. Gilbert Chinard, Thomas Jefferson: The Apostle of Americanism (Ann Arbor,
               MI: The University of Michigan Press, [1929] 1962), 75.

         31. Thomas Jefferson, “Draft Constitution for Virginia,” Writings, 343.

         32. Plato, Republic, trans. G. M. A. Grube (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing
               Company, Inc., 1992), 419a–420b.

         33. Plato, Republic, 419a–420b.

         34. Thomas Jefferson, “Opinion of the French Treaties,” Writings, 422–34.

         35. Adrienne Koch, The Philosophy of Thomas Jefferson (Peter Smith, 1957), ch.
               15.

         36. Richard Matthews states: “Bonheur, happiness, is [for Jefferson] man’s
               telos. Rights—property and other—are mere instruments to aid men in
               their pursuit of happiness. And governments must either be structured or
               dissolved and restructured so that all men will have access to this pursuit.”
               Richard K. Matthews, The Radical Politics of Thomas Jefferson: A Revisionist
                  View (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 1984), 122.

         37. TJ to Peter Carr, 10 August 1787. See also TJ to Peter Carr, 19 August 1785 and
               TJ to Thomas Law, 13 June 1814.

         38. TJ to Peter Carr, 7 September 1814.

         39. See also TJ to Count de Moustier, 17 May 1788, TJ to Elbridge Gerry, 26 January 1799,
               and TJ to
               William Green Munford, 18 June 1799.

         40. February 1826. Thomas Jefferson, The Works of Thomas Jefferson, Vol. 12, ed. Paul Leicester Ford (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1904–5), 273. Of the link
               between science and human happiness, Silvio Bedini states, “[Jefferson] promoted the
               sciences at every opportunity with the conviction that the emerging new republic must
               and should utilize science regardless of the source, in order to make it a true democracy:
               it was by means of science, he believed, that human happiness was to be achieved.”
               Silvio A. Bedini, Jefferson and Science (The Thomas Jefferson Foundation: Monticello Monograph Series, 2002), 106.

         41. Robert K. Faulkner, “Spreading Progress: Jefferson’s Mix of Science and Liberty,”
               The Good Society, Vol. 17, No. 1, 2008, 28.

         42. Dumas Malone, Jefferson and His Time, Vol. Three: Jefferson and the Ordeal of
                  Nature (Boston: Little, Brown and Company Limited, 1962), 254.

         43. See also TJ to Tench Coxe, 1 June 1795. Peter Onuf writes that Jefferson’s
               commitment to progress was a matter of “faith.” He cites only a letter of Adams
               to Jefferson (14 September 1821) in which Adams speaks of his and Jefferson’s
               faith in the amelioration of the human condition and vilipends numerous
               instances where Jefferson writes of the progress observed in the human
               condition—whether scientific, moral, or political—over time. Peter Onuf,
               “Ancients, Moderns, and the Progress of Mankind,” Thomas Jefferson, the
                  Classical World, and Early America, eds. Peter S. Onuf and Nicholas P.
               Cole (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2011), 36–37.

         44. Robert D. Heslep, Thomas Jefferson and Education (New York: Random House, 1969), 98.

      

   
      Jefferson and Ancient Thinking

      
         III
         
      

      
      
      
      Jefferson’s Master Epicurus 

      
      
         “If we are made in some degree for others, yet in a greater are we made for
            ourselves. It were contrary to feeling & indeed ridiculous to suppose that a man
            had less right in himself than one of his neighbors or indeed all of them put
            together.” —TJ to Monroe, 10 May 1782
         

         
      

      Jefferson’s philosophical and political thinking owes a great debt—one that he often
         acknowledged—to ancient Greek and Roman thinking. Foremost among ancient thinkers,
         Jefferson tells us, was Epicurus (341–271 B.C.), the Greek whose philosophy Jefferson
         called “the most rational system remaining of the philosophy of the ancients, as frugal
         of vicious indulgence, and fruitful of virtue as the hyperbolical extravagances of
         his rival sects.”[1]     He refers to Epicurus in a letter to Short as “our master,”[2]     expatiates on a physics and cosmology that is starkly Epicurean,[3]     calls the doctrines of Epicurus the “most rational system remaining of the philosophy
         of the ancients,”[4]     and states that Epicurus’s ethics contains “everything rational in moral philosophy
         which Greece and Rome have left us.”[5]     Moreover, though he committed himself to decades of public service, Jefferson
         always talked about the need to retire to attend to his own affairs and assume a life
         of tranquil study—the epitome of the Epicurean good life.
      

      
      Was Jefferson an Epicurean?

      
      A comprehensive analysis of the philosophical views of Epicurus and Jefferson shows
         that Jefferson’s debt to Epicurus is hyperbolized. I begin with Jefferson’s celebrated
         letter to William Short, which is customarily cited for evidence of Jefferson’s Epicureanism.
         Next, I turn to an examination of Jefferson’s epistemology, physics, and cosmology
         and then evaluate his ethics and political philosophy vis-à-vis Epicurus’s thoughts
         on the same.
      

      
      Letter to William Short

      
      Jefferson’s most sustained discussion of the philosophy of Epicurus is in a letter
         to
         William Short (31 October 1819). After claiming to be an Epicurean, he adds that he
         has
         considered translating the genuine doctrines of Epicurus from Gassendi’s
         Syntagma.[6] He even had begun such a project some twelve or fifteen years previously,
         during his presidency, but never got beyond a few nights’ worth of work and, thus,
         left
         off the project. Having “one foot in the grave,” it became an idle amusement. “My
         business is to beguile the wearisomeness of declining life, as I endeavor to do, by
         the
         delights of classical reading and of mathematical truths, and by the consolation of
         a
         sound philosophy, equally indifferent to hope and fear.” Epicureanism, the letter
         suggests, had become for Jefferson not so much a matter of critical study, but a way
         of
         life.
      

      
      Jefferson then turns to chastisement of his younger colleague.

      
      
         I take the liberty of observing that you are not a true disciple of our master Epicurus,
            in indulging the indolence to which you say you are yielding. One of his canons, you
            know, was that the indulgence which prevents a greater pleasure, or produces a greater
            pain, is to be avoided. Your love of repose will lead, in its progress, to a suspension
            of healthy exercise, a relaxation of mind, an indifference to everything around you,
            and finally to a debility of body, and hebetude of mind, the farthest of all things
            from the happiness which the well-regulated indulgences of Epicurus ensure; fortitude,
            you know, is one of his four cardinal virtues. That teaches us to meet and surmount
            difficulties; not to fly from them, like cowards; and to fly, too, in vain, for they
            will meet and arrest us at every turn of our road.
         

         
      

      After an expression of best wishes and care, Jefferson ends the letter with a somewhat
         “lapidary” expression of his syllabus of the doctrines of Epicurus.[7]     I include it in toto.
      

      
      
         Syllabus of the doctrines of Epicurus

         
         Physical.—The Universe eternal.
         

         
         Its parts, great and small, interchangeable.

         
         Matter and Void alone.

         
         Motion 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.
         

         
         Moral.—Happiness the aim of life.
         

         
         Virtue the foundation of happiness.

         
         Utility the test of virtue.

         
         Pleasure active and In-do-lent.

         
         In-do-lence is the absence of pain, the true felicity.

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

         
         Thus the absence of hunger is an article of felicity; eating the means to obtain it.

         
         The summum bonum is to be not pained in body, not troubled in mind. 
         

         
         i.e., In-do-lence of body, tranquility of mind.
         

         
         To procure tranquillity [sic] of mind we must avoid desire and fear, the two principal diseases of the mind.
         

         
         Man is a free agent.

         
         Virtue consists in 1. Prudence. 2. Temperance. 3. Fortitude. 4. Justice.

         
         To which are opposed, 1. Folly. 2. Desire. 3. Fear. 4. Deceit.

         
      

      Epistemology and Physics

      
      Epicurus’s Atomism

      
      Epicurus’s epistemology and physics are spelled out in his Letter to Herodotus.[8]     Epicurus begins with three epistemological and physical principles: nothing is
         created from what does not exist; what passes away does not do so into what does not
         exist; and The-All (Gr., to pan), which comprises an infinite number of cosmoses, was, is, and always will be the
         same. Beyond those principles, his epistemology is empirical. In the study of nature,
         what are apparent to us, our sensory data, are indubitable—that is, even the specters
         of tipplers and the fantastic images of dreams are veridical. Working from the truth
         of what are apparent to us, we draw inferences through reason about what are nonapparent—that
         is, what must be the case, given the truth of what are apparent (X.37–38).
      

      
      Reason discovers that behind the ever-changing sensory data, taken as real, there
         are two fundamental, unchanging things: atoms and void-space. In short, The-All consists
         of bodies, both simple bodies (atoms) and compound bodies (the data of our senses),
         as well as void-space. Of the two kinds of bodies, atoms are invisibly small, unchanging,
         and eternal, while visible compounds, being made up of atoms, constantly change over
         time and have a temporal existence (X.39–41).
      

      
      Epicurus’s atoms have shape, weight, and size. Not every size exists, as some would
         then be visible, and not every mass exists, as what is limited in size is limited
         in mass. Each body, then, is made up of a limited number of atoms and, as atoms are
         the limits of division, no body is infinitely divisible (X.54–56).
      

      
      The motion of atoms, caused by their weight, is continuous, without beginning, and
         without end. Atoms move downward and with equal, fast-as-thought velocity through
         void-space, because void-space offers no resistance to motion or weight (X.43–44).
         Composite bodies, as clusters of atoms, are formed through collisions of atoms, caused
         by random, uncaused swerves (X.60–62).
      

      
      Sensation is possible, as extraordinarily tenuous filmlike images (Gr., eidōla), responsible for perception, stream off objects and, maintaining a certain coaffection
         of their atoms, produce a faithful likeness of those objects to percipients (X.46–48).[9]     As all such films, when invisible in transit, are real images and comprise atoms,
         their truth is unquestioned (X.32). So error is caused by some nonsensory internal
         motion—a false opinion concerning the image (X.50–51).
      

      
      Epicurus is an out-and-out physicalist, so the soul too is a physical body that comprises
         very fine atoms—vital wind, heat, and a third unnamed, even finer element—spread throughout
         the body. These “psychical atoms,” due to their fineness, travel easily throughout
         the body and enable us to perceive the films from the outside world during sensory
         perception. When the body is destroyed, so is the soul. Likewise if something should
         happen to the soul, the body loses its ability to perceive and it too perishes (X.
         63–67). There is no possibility of survival of the soul with destruction of the body.
      

      
      Jefferson’s Habitual Anodyne

      
      Jefferson’s physics and epistemology are strongly Epicurean. In a letter to John Adams
         (15 August 1820), Jefferson expounds on his Epicurean physicalism with his “habitual
         anodyne”: “I feel, therefore I exist.” Like Epicurus, Jefferson begins with sensing,
         not reasoning. The passage is eerily Epicurean.
      

      
      
         I feel bodies which are not myself: there are other existencies then. I call them
            matter. I feel them changing place. This gives me motion. Where there is an absence of matter, I call it void, or nothing, or immaterial space. On the basis of sensation, of matter and motion, we may erect the fabric of all
            the certainties we can have or need. I can conceive thought to be an action of a particular organization of matter, formed for that purpose by
            it’s creator, as well as that attraction is an action of matter, or magnetism of loadstone.
         

         
      

      Matter is endowed by the creator—itself a material being, since no immaterial being
         can put matter in motion—with the capacity for thinking. “When once we quit the basis
         of sensation, all is in the wind. To talk of immaterial existences is to talk of nothings, or that there is no god . . . .” Moreover, like Epicurus, Jefferson has faith in
         the veridicality of sensory data. “A single sense may indeed be sometimes decieved
         [sic],” he adds, “but rarely: and never all our senses together, with their faculty of
         reasoning.”
      

      
      One stark difference is metaphysical. Epicurus, committed to the existence of atoms
         and void-space, was a metaphysical physicalist that was committed to two primary existences.
         Jefferson, a letter to John Manners indicates (22 February 1814), was a nominalist
         in the manner of Locke.[10]    
      

      
      
         Nature has, in truth, produced units only through all her works. Classes, orders,
            genera, species, are not of her works. Her creation is of individuals. No two animals
            are exactly alike; no two plants, nor even two leaves or blades of grass; no two crystallizations.
            And if we may venture from what is within the cognizance of such organs as ours, to
            conclude on that beyond their powers, we must believe that no two particles of matter
            are of exact resemblance. This infinitude of units or individuals being far beyond
            the capacity of our memory, we are obliged, in aid of that, to distribute them into
            masses, throwing into each of these all the individuals which have a certain degree
            of resemblance; to subdivide these again into smaller groups, according to certain
            points of dissimilitude observable in them, and so on until we have formed what we
            call a system of classes, orders, genera and species. In doing this, we fix arbitrarily
            on such characteristic resemblances and differences as seem to us most prominent and
            invariable in the several subjects, and most likely to take a strong hold in our memories.
         

         
      

      Still, Jefferson is cautious about taking analysis and his nominalism too seriously.
         Nominalism might be the correct physical position, but it does not allow for the practice
         of science in any serious sense in the manner of Bacon or Newton—that is, gathering
         data, subsuming them under generalizations, and putting those generalizations to the
         test of further observations. The generalizations formed of particular instances are
         really generalizations of nothing. Generalizations, he adds pragmatically, are instead
         mere conveniences.
      

      
      Whereas Epicurus is clear that, with the dissolution of the body, the soul ceases
         to exist, Jefferson seems to tergiversate on the notion of an afterlife. On the one
         hand, certain letters express at least some doubt concerning the mortality of the
         soul.[11]     That has convinced some scholars that Jefferson embraced the notion of an afterlife.
         Carl Richards contends that Jefferson follows Epicurus on the issue of the morality
         of the soul, but adds that Jefferson was committed to a resurrection of the body after
         death.[12]     Charles B. Sanford, citing two of Jefferson’s letters to Adams (9 August 1816
         and 8 December 1818), maintains that Jefferson was “influenced by Adams’ arguments
         about spirit to find room in belief in immortality among the wondrous attributes of
         certain forms of matter.”[13]     On the other hand, in a later letter to Adams (14 March 1820), he follows Cabanis
         and Destutt de Tracy in believing that thought is to a bodily organ as magnetism is
         to a needle or elasticity is to a spring. The ignition of the needle and spring cause
         the cessation of the magnetism of the needle and the elasticity of the spring. “So
         on dissolution of the material organ by death, its action of thought may cease also,
         and that nobody supposes that the magnetism or elasticity retire to hold a substantive
         and distinct existence.”[14]    
      

      
      Elsewhere I argue Jefferson was likely an Epicurean apropos of the dissolution of
         the soul upon death and that letters that leave open the possibility of life after
         death are lip service to the sentiments of religious correspondents.[15]     
      

      
      Cosmology and Deism

      
      Epicurus’s The-All

      
      Epicurus posits that The-All is limitless (Gr., apeiron) both in terms of its size and the number of bodies contained in it. He also posits
         that the number of kinds of atoms is not infinite, but unfathomably large, while the
         total number of atoms is infinite. The extraordinarily large but finite number of
         kinds is necessary to account for the great diversity of observed compound bodies
         (X.41–42). In between those extremes, he tells us, there are an infinite number of
         worlds (X.45) (Gr., kosmoi) that come into being and pass away and that have different kinds of shapes (X.73–74).
         Given the infinite size of The-All, the infinite number of atoms in it, and the few
         restrictions of his epistemology and physics, almost anything is possible.
      

      
      Though he had no need of them in his universe, Epicurus did believe in the existence
         of gods. He writes succinctly, “That the gods exist . . . is beyond dispute” (X.123).
         Yet how do we know of the existence of gods? The Roman Epicurean Lucretius says that
         we see images of gods—bright, large, and blissful beings—in dreams, and such images
         can only be caused by the films of deities that live between kosmoi.
      

      
      What is the nature of the gods? They are blessed and indestructible, as is commonly
         believed. Beyond those things, all that is commonly believed is false. The most damaging
         of those false beliefs is the notion that the gods intervene in human affairs. The
         gods do not involve themselves in human affairs, for to do so would be to blemish
         their blessedness—thus, Epicurus’s exhortation of finding peace of mind by not thinking
         of the gods as involved in human affairs (X.123–24).
      

      
      Epicurus is also clear that the gods were not involved in the creation and do nothing
         to maintain The-All. They play no role in the motions of heavenly bodies or in meteorological
         phenomena. Moreover, celestial bodies are not fiery masses with blessedness and choice.
         That is inconsistent with divinity. Celestial objects—contrary to mythographers such
         as Homer, Hesiod, and the playwrights—are completely regular and invariant, while
         gods, indifferent to the affairs of humans, are sublime and carefree. Thus, neither
         gods nor celestial bodies impact human affairs. Instead, celestial phenomena have
         natural causes, and to think otherwise is to bring tumult to one’s soul. It is the
         task of natural science (Gr., physiologia), he adds, to understand such things (X.76–78). Thus, Epicurus’s gods do not answer
         to human supplication, and his universe, unlike Plato’s or Aristotle’s, is not teleological.
      

      
      Jefferson and Cosmic Design

      
      Charles Miller, perhaps foremost among scholars on Jefferson’s naturalism, insists
         that Jefferson’s world is Epicurean. There is no place for “unnatural” or “supernatural.”
         “Nature itself consists of matter, and only matter. Nothing else—soul, spirit, or
         thought—has primary existence or a reality independent of a stuff of nature. Ignorance
         and fear need not exist. Everything has a natural, material explanation. Jefferson
         is a Lucretian materialist.”[16]    
      

      
      Being committed to material explanation, it is somewhat of a surprise that Jefferson’s
         favorite argument for the existence of deity is the cosmological argument. He writes,
         in a letter to John Adams (11 April 1823):
      

      
      
         I hold (without appeal to revelation) that when we take a view of the universe; .
            . . the movements of the heavenly bodies, so exactly held in their courses by the
            balance of centrifugal and centripetal forces; the structure of our earth itself,
            with its distribution of lands, waters, and atmosphere; animal and vegetable bodies,
            each perfectly organized whether as insect, man or mammoth; it is impossible not to
            believe, that there is in all this, design, cause and effect, up to an ultimate cause,
            a Fabricator of all things from matter and motion.[17]    
         

         
      

      Jefferson is certainly committed to deity, in Plato’s sense, as some sort of artificer
         (Gr., demiourgos) that creates not ex nihilo, but from matter. Beyond that, he leaves open a large number of possibilities.
      

      
      In his public addresses, bills, and the “Declaration of Independence,” he speaks openly
         about deity. In “Summary View of the Rights of British America” (1774), Jefferson
         says that the rights of man are given by God and the laws equally.[18]     Two years later, he states in the “Declaration” that God and the laws of nature
         entitle any “one people” to “dissolve the political bands which have connected them
         with another,” given sufficient reasons—that is, a violation of those god-given rights.[19]     In his “Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom,” one year later, he states,
         “Almighty God hath created the mind free, and manifested his supreme will that free
         it shall remain by making it altogether insusceptible of restraint . . . .”[20]     In his “First Inaugural Address” (1801), he writes of an “overruling Providence,
         which by all its dispensations proves that it delights in the Happiness of man here
         and his greater happiness hereafter” and closes, “And may that Infinite Power which
         rules the destinies of the universe lead our councils to what is best, and give them
         a favorable issue for your peace and prosperity.”[21]     In his “Second Inaugural Address” (1805), he supplicates that “Being in whose
         hands we are” and compares the exodus from Egypt to the transplantation of Americans
         from their varied lands to a country “glowing with all the necessaries and comforts
         of life.”[22]    
      

      
      Yet because of their political slant, it is difficult to know whether such
         references are trustworthy or propagandist—that is, disingenuous appeals to public
         sympathy or interest for political ends. It is best to appeal to his letters—especially
         the causerie in letters to his most trusted friends and confidants like Adams,
         Priestley, and Rush—to gain an answer.
      

      
      A letter to Adams (15 August 1820) reveals, in keeping with his materialism, that
         deity was likely some sort of tenuous matter. Jefferson considers the debate between
         spiritualists and materialists on the issue of how mind moves physical bodies. There
         are undeniably difficulties with construing material things with thought, but there
         are greater difficulties with positing spirit, without extension and solidity, as
         something that moves material things.[23]     Deity too, an appeal to simplicity shows, is some sort of material being. “To
         talk of immaterial existences is to talk of nothings, or that there is no god . . . ”
      

      
      Years later, Jefferson gives Adams three arguments for the existence of deity: design,
         consensus, and authority (11 April 1823).
      

      
      First, there is cosmic design. “[W]hen we take a view of the Universe, in it’s [sic] parts general or particular, it is impossible for the human mind not to percieve
         [sic] and feel a conviction of design, consummate skill, and indefinite power in every
         atom of it’s composition.” This deity, he adds, is fabricator, preserver, and regulator
         of matter in its present forms and is “regenerator into new and other forms.” Stars
         have disappeared; new ones have appeared. Animal species have become extinct, all
         species would extinguish were there no restoring power, and eventually all things
         would be “reduced to shapeless chaos.”
      

      
      Second, there is the argument from consensus. Of the infinite number of persons who
         have heretofore existed, those who attest to the eternal preexistence of a creator
         have outnumbered disbelievers by at least 1,000,000 to one. Jefferson’s numbers here,
         of course, are tendentiously exaggerated. Additionally, they are couched in an argument
         type, consensus gentium, which is wholly unpersuasive.
      

      
      Finally, there is the argument from authority. At John IV.24, Jefferson comments,
         Jesus says that God is spirit (pneuma). He says correctly that pneuma, for the ancients, was deemed a material substance, though a tenuous one. He appeals
         to Origen, who speaks similarly of deity. The gospel John I speaks plainly the words
         of Jesus: “In the beginning God existed, and reason (or mind) was with God, and that
         mind was God. This was in the beginning with God. All things were created by it, and
         without it was made not one thing which was made.” That shows that deity predated
         the world and that deity, pace the Presbyterians with whom Jefferson perpetually quarreled, is one, not three. The
         argument is equally unpersuasive at least insofar as it is not clear why anyone should
         take Jefferson’s authorities as authorities on the existence of deity without begging
         the question.
      

      
      Thus, Jefferson’s god—creator, preserver, regulator, and generator—has little in common
         with Epicurus’s gods, unconcerned with the regulation of the universe and the affairs
         of people.
      

      
      Nature and Deity

      
      What else can be known of deity?

      
      In his addresses and public writings, Jefferson often appeals to the benevolence of
         deity. I suggested above that that might be the propagandist value of conventionally
         grasped Christianity to which Jefferson appeals for public approbation. Yet those
         thoughts are in keeping with the sentiment of certain, more private letters, where
         Jefferson is frank about divine benevolence. To Benjamin Rush (23 September 1800),
         he
         says, “When great evils happen, I am in the habit of looking out for what good may
         arise
         from them as consolations to us: and Providence has in fact so established the order
         of
         things as that most evils are the means of producing some good.” The context concerns
         yellow fever. Jefferson, ever sanguine, adds that some good will come from the plague:
         the fever will discourage the growth of cities, which are “pestilential to the morals,
         the health and the liberties of man.” Years later, in a letter to Adams (1 August
         1816),[24] Jefferson says, “I think, with you, that life is a fair matter of account,
         and the balance often, nay generally in it’s favor. It is not indeed easy, by
         calculation of intensity and time, to apply a common measure, or to fix the par between
         pleasure and pain: yet it exists, and is measurable.” The reply, insofar as it involves
         calculation or pleasures and pains, is experience-driven and Epicurean. Insofar as
         it
         bespeaks divine benevolence and some interest in human concerns, it is teleological
         and
         non-Epicurean.[25]
         
      

      
      Overall, there is no need to take Jefferson’s cosmological argument anthropomorphically.
         Jefferson is asserting that deity, working with matter and motion, is the artificer
         and regulator of all order that exists in the cosmos. He is not asserting that that
         order has come about or was created for the sake of humans. For instance, in his Commonplace Book, Jefferson, following Lord Bolingbroke, writes:
      

      
      
         Man is the principal inhabitant of this planet, a being superior to all the rest,
            but will it follow from hence, that the system, wherein this planet rolls, or even
            this plane[t] alone, was made for the sake of man? will [sic] it follow, that infinite wisdom had no other end in making man, than that of making
            an happy creature? surely not. the suppositions are arbitrary, and the consequences
            absurd.[26]    
         

         
      

      Jefferson believes, as did the Stoics, the cosmos is “framed on a principle of benevolence,”
         but that entails only that the artificer has, at least, good intentions in mind for
         its overall construction, not that the artificer has in mind the best intentions for
         humans. Good and bad are meted out to each person, he writes to William Short (28
         November 1814), and it is up to each person to make the best of circumstances. It
         is absurd to fret over bad things that might never happen. The sentiment is Stoical,
         not Epicurean.
      

      
      Jefferson was a staunch naturalist, and his notion of deity, a being of tenuous matter
         and endowed with mind that predated the cosmos, reflected that.[27]     Like Plato and Aristotle, Jefferson needed the concept of deity to make sense
         of the cosmos, which bespeaks a demiurge.[28]     Like Plato and Aristotle, Jefferson begins logically with an examination of nature
         and derives deity from etiological necessity. Like Plato and Aristotle, Jefferson
         does not look directly to deity to gain a sense of morally correct action. Deity is
         divorced from regulating human concerns. He has merely created humans in such a way
         that they can control for themselves some measure of their own happiness. Jefferson
         writes to Miles King (26 September 1814):
      

      
      
         I have trust in him who made us what we are, and knows it was not his plan to make
            us always unerring. He has formed us moral agents. Not that, in the perfection of
            his state, he can feel pain or pleasure from any thing we may do: he is far above
            our power: but that we may promote the happiness of those with whom he has placed
            us in society, by acting honestly towards all, benevolently to those who fall within
            our way, respecting sacredly their rights bodily and mental, and cherishing especially
            their freedom of conscience, as we value our own.
         

         
      

      Jefferson’s depiction of deity, not including the capacity as constructor and
         general overseer, is Epicurean only insofar as deity is relatively uninvolved in human
         affairs.[29] Maurizio Valsania agrees. “A sound Epicurean, Jefferson did not renounce his
         opinion that humans . . . are left alone in this world, God dwelling in an untouched
         physical space, ‘not meddling with the concerns of the scale of beings below them,’
         God
         is a relatively distant figure for him.”[30]
         
      

      
      Ethics

      
      Epicurus’s Egoistic Hedonism

      
      Epicurus encouraged the study of physical and epistemological principles for the sake
         of removing psychical disequilibrium. Such study purports to eliminate irrationality
         caused by mistaken beliefs that the gods intervene in human affairs, that death is
         not the end of existence, and that there is no limit to human desires.
      

      
      For psychical equanimity (ataraxia), people must believe that death, being
         the dispersion of the soul and the loss of sensation, is nothing to them. Consequently,
         they ought to remove the longing for immortality, a constant cause of distress, and
         take
         pleasure in the mortality of life. For what is there to fear about the absence of
         life?
         Death is not present in those who live, and when death is present, they no longer
         live.
         Concerning the length of life, Epicurus states that, just as people do not long for
         the
         greatest amount of food but the most pleasant food, they ought not to wish for the
         longest life, but the most pleasant life (X.124–25).
      

      
      Pleasure, for Epicurus, is not what sensualists or profligates say it is, but what
         comes through sober deliberation of what to choose and what to avoid for “freedom
         from bodily pain and mental anguish.” Every pleasure is good and, conversely, every
         pain is bad. Yet what is pleasurable and what is painful may be different under different
         circumstances (X.129–32).
      

      
      Epicurus’s hedonism is chiefly katastematic[31]—that is, humans arrive at pleasure through removal of pain. That implies
         that pleasure and pain are exclusive and exhaustive states of affection—that is, there
         is no third state characterized by absence of both pleasure and pain.
      

      
      In some sense, what Epicurus is proposing is a rational calculus of pleasure and pain.
         He writes: “And it is because this (pleasure) is our first innate good that we do
         not choose every pleasure; but sometimes we pass up many pleasures when we get a larger
         amount of what is uncongenial from them. And we believe many pains to be better than
         pleasures when a greater pleasure follows for a long while if we endure pains” (X.129).
         The suggestion is that, in decisions regarding possible courses of action, all rational
         persons ought to consider all of the available, pertinent information. When all of
         the available, pertinent information is taken into consideration, the path that is
         believed to maximize pleasure through avoidance of pain is the only viable option
         for an Epicurean hedonist.
      

      
      Jefferson’s Ethics

      
      Jefferson’s ethics often seems starkly Epicurean. Recall his sentiments in a letter
         to John Adams (1 August 1816), “I think, with you, that life is a fair matter of account,
         and the balance often, nay generally in it’s favor. It is not indeed easy, by calculation
         of intensity and time, to apply a common measure, or to fix the par between pleasure
         and pain: yet it exists, and is measurable.” Recall also his pronouncement in his
         letter to William Short (31 October 1819) that Epicurean moral philosophy contains
         all that is rational in Greek and Roman thinking and that he is a disciple of Epicurus.
      

      
      Yet Jefferson’s moral thinking is not Epicurean. Drawing from Scottish empiricists
         like Francis Hutcheson, Adam Smith, and Lord Kames, Jefferson believed in a moral-sense
         faculty that was the basis of morality and worked independently of reason.
      

      
      Jefferson’s letters to Peter Carr (10 August 1787) and Thomas Law (3 June 1814) intimate
         that the moral sense is a part of each person’s natural endowment. Not all persons
         are born with such a faculty, just as not all persons are born with sight, and not
         everyone has the same perfection of it at birth. In that regard, it differs nowise
         from any of the five human senses, like sight or tactility. Yet it is also capable
         of hypertrophy or atrophy. In that regard, it differs nowise from a bodily limb, like
         an arm or a leg. 
      

      
      The moral sense takes in data for its judgments through sensory data, but it does
         not require critical assessment of reason (see chapter 8). It works spontaneously
         and, given idoneous nurture, relatively infallibly. “If ever you are about to say
         any thing [sic] amiss or to do any thing wrong,” he writes his daughter Martha (11 December 1783),
         “[y]ou will feel something within you which will tell you it is wrong and ought not
         to be said or done: this is your conscience, and be sure to obey it.” Being a matter
         of the heart and not the head—a key difference with Epicurus—it does not need schooling.
         “State a moral case to a ploughman and a professor, the former will decide it as well,
         and often better than the latter, because he has not been led astray by artificial
         rules.”[32]     Moreover, following Lord Kames, Jefferson maintains that the moral sense “must
         vary with the nature of man [and must] refine gradually as human nature refines.”[33]     In short, individuals can make moral progress, in that each person can utilize
         and refine his moral sense to its fullest capacity, and the species can make moral
         progress, in that the collectivity of mankind can progress or regress inasmuch of
         the various nations or races of humans progress or regress. In that regard, Jefferson’s
         view of the moral sense is comparable to human intelligence, both in individuals and
         collectively.
      

      
      How does Jefferson know of the moral sense? In keeping with his empiricism, he appeals
         to experience. He writes: “For the reality of these principles I appeal to the true
         fountains of evidence, the head & heart of every rational & honest man. It is there
         Nature has written her moral laws, & where every man may read them for himself.”[34]    
      

      
      His account of moral activity, thus, is not Epicurean.

      
      Jefferson and Cosway

      
      Jefferson’s letter to Maria Cosway (12 October 1786) gives additional evidence that
         his ethics is not Epicurean. The letter contains an imagined dialogue between the
         Head (i.e., science) and the Heart (i.e., morality), which Charles Miller mistakenly
         takes to be a dialogue between two prominent moral influences on Jefferson—Stoicism
         (the Head) and Epicureanism (the Heart).[35]    
      

      
      Let us follow Jefferson’s arguments of the Head first. There are three main arguments:
         calculation, withdrawal, and solitude.
      

      
      First, there is the argument from calculation.

      
      
         I wished to make you sensible how imprudent it is to place your affections, without
            reserve, on objects you must so soon lose, & whose loss when it comes must cost you
            such severe pangs . . . . This is not a world to live at random in as you do. To avoid
            those eternal distresses, to which you are forever exposing us, you must learn to
            look forward before you take a step which may interest our peace. Everything in the
            world is a matter of calculation. Advance then with caution, the balance in your hand.
            Put into one scale the pleasures which any object may offer; but put fairly into the
            other the pains which are to follow, & see which preponderates . . . . Do not bite
            at the bait of pleasure till you know there is no hook beneath it. The art of life
            is the art of avoiding pain: & he is the best pilot who asters clearest of the rocks
            & shoals with which he is beset. Pleasure is always before us; but misfortune is at
            our side: while running after that, this arrests us.
         

         
      

      The argument, with its emphasis on calculating pleasures and pains to avoid “distresses,”
         is manifestly Epicurean, not Stoic. For Stoics, it is not a matter of avoiding pains
         by shunning situations that will result in pain, but in living in such a way that
         pain will not affect one’s happiness.[36]    
      

      
      Next, there is the argument from withdrawal.

      
      
         The most effectual means of being secure against pain is to retire within ourselves,
            & to suffice for our own happiness. Those, which depend on ourselves, are the only
            pleasures of a wise man will count on: for nothing is ours which another may deprive
            us of. Hence the inestimable value of intellectual pleasures. Even in our power, always
            leading us to something new, never cloying, we ride serene & sublime above the concerns
            of this mortal world, contemplating truth & nature, matter & motion, the laws which
            bind up their existence, & that eternal being who made & bound them up by those laws.
            Let this be our employ.
         

         
      

      Though the argument, following Miller, has Stoic leanings—for
         example, advocacy of contemplating the deity—it is Epicurean, not Stoic. Stoics never
         advocated retirement as security against pain. Epicurus did. Retirement for Stoics
         was
         reasonable once one had fulfilled one’s duty to self, others, one’s state, and one’s
         fellow beings.[37]
         
      

      
      Finally, there is the argument from solitude.

      
      
         Leave the bustle & tumult of society to those who have not talents to occupy themselves
            without them. Friendship is but another name for an alliance with the follies & the
            misfortunes of others. Our own share of miseries is sufficient: why enter then as
            volunteers into those of another? Is there so little gall poured into our cup that
            we must needs help to drink that of our neighbor? A friend dies or leaves us: we feel
            as if a limb was cut off. He is sick: we must watch over him, & participate of his
            pains. His fortune is shipwrecked; ours must be laid under construction. He loses
            a child, a parent, or a partner: we must mourn the loss as if it were our own.
         

         
      

      Here again, the argument appeals to egoistic hedonism, which is what drives Epicureanism,
         not Stoicism, though the status of friendship for Epicureans was dubious. They recognized
         the difficulty of reconciling friendship with egoistic hedonism and fought valiantly
         for reconciliation by awarding friendship a special status—one perhaps it did not
         theoretically deserve.[38]     Still it was subordinate to pleasure. Overall, there is nothing Stoical in the
         passage. The Stoics advocated full involvement in the affairs of others, but dispassionate
         involvement.
      

      
      Let us now turn to Jefferson’s arguments of the Heart. Here there are two chief arguments:
         the argument from society and the argument against calculation.
      

      
      The argument from society is a reply to the argument from solitude.

      
      
         And what is more sublime delight than to mingle tears with one whom the hand of heaven
            hath smitten! to watch over the bed of sickness, & to beguile it’s tedious & it’s
            painful moments! to share our bread with one to whom misfortune has left none! This
            world abounds indeed with misery: to lighten it’s burthen we must divide it with one
            another.
         

         
      

      The argument is given in the final sentence. Its conclusion is that sharing mitigates
         misery. The argument is much more in keeping with Stoic ethical postulates, which
         ask for full involvement in the affairs of humans (and gods), than the egoistic hedonism
         of Epicurus, which argues for maximizing pleasure through retreating from the pain
         of social involvement.[39]    
      

      
      The second argument is that morally correct actions cannot be calculated by some mathematical
         scale. I give it in toto.
      

      
      
         But let us now try the virtues of your mathematical balance, & as you have put into
            one scale the burthen of friendship, let me put it’s comforts into the other. When
            languishing then under disease, how grateful is the solace of our friends! how are
            we penetrated with their assiduities & attentions! how much we are supported by their
            encouragements & kind offices! When heaven has taken from us some object of our love,
            how sweet is it to have a bosom whereon to recline our heads, & into which we may
            pour the torrent of our tears! Grief, with such a comfort, is almost a luxury! In
            a life where we are perpetually exposed to want & accident, yours is a wonderful proposition,
            to insulate ourselves, to retire from all aid, & to wrap ourselves in the mantle of
            self-sufficiency! For assuredly nobody will care for him who cares for nobody. But
            friendship is precious, not only in the shade but in the sunshine of life; & thanks
            to a benevolent arrangement of things, the greater part of life is sunshine. I will
            recur for proof to the days we have lately passed. On these indeed the sun shone brightly.
            How gay did the face of nature appear! Hills, valleys, chateaux, gardens, rivers,
            every object wore it’s liveliest hue! Whence did they borrow it? From the presence
            of our charming companion. They were pleasing, because she seemed pleased. Alone,
            the scene would have been dull & insipid: the participation of it with her gave it
            relish. Let the gloomy monk, sequestered from the world, seek unsocial pleasures in
            the bottom of his cell! Let the sublimated philosopher grasp visionary happiness while
            pursuing phantoms dressed in the garb of truth! Their supreme wisdom is supreme folly;
            & they mistake for happiness the mere absence of pain. Had they ever felt the solid
            pleasure of one generous spasm of the heart, they would exchange for it all the frigid
            speculations of their lives, which you have been vaunting in such elevated terms.
         

         
      

      The “supreme folly” of equating happiness with “absence of pain” in the second sentence
         at the end—what Heart rejects—is clearly a reference to Epicureans.
      

      
      Miller’s thesis cannot be maintained, for there is nothing “visceral” in Epicurean
         ethical thought, and a key feature of the argument of the Head is rational calculation
         among various possible alternative courses of action for maximization of pleasure
         through avoiding pain, which is characteristic of Epicurean thought. In addition,
         Miller misavers when saying that both systems of ethical thought “placed achievement
         of pleasure or the avoidance of pain at the center of the definition of happiness.”[40]     That is true only of Epicureans; Stoics were not hedonists. The correct rendering
         is that the Head represents Jefferson’s beloved Epicureanism—a scientific or deliberative
         way of determining ethically correct action—which is Jefferson’s way of saying that
         he rejects Epicurean ethics.
      

      
      Justice and the Good Life

      
      Epicurus’s Garden

      
      In keeping with his hedonistic views of right living, Epicurus’s school, the Garden,
         was by all accounts a social but apolitical community, located just outside of Athens.[41]     It was also radically egalitarian for its time. Men, women, and even slaves were
         admitted. Each received all others intimately or cordially. Property was not commonly
         distributed, though members probably freely shared what they had with others (X.11).
         All that was required of members was that they study Epicurean principles with a view
         to equanimity, that they treat each other as friends, and that members strive for
         withdrawal from political life.[42]    
      

      
      By advocating political withdrawal, the Epicurean enemy was Greek political society[43]     and the religiosity that was part of its very fabric. Religious festivals and
         daily religious ritual reinforced the notion of the gods’ involvement in the affairs
         of human beings. The gods exist, Epicurus asserted, and they were supremely happy,
         but such perfect bliss is inconsistent with their involvement in the flux and imperfection
         of human affairs. The happiness of humans, augmentable, came only through the addition
         and subtraction of pleasures (X.121). Other elements of society continually strengthened
         fear of death and indulgence of appetites. The Epicurean remedy was cultivation of
         practical reasoning through proper use of Epicurean physical principles (X.132). That
         remedy was in effect a return to the cradle in that it aimed at returning to the simple
         lifestyle each person had as an infant—that is, a life without the corrupting influence
         of society.[44]     It reinforced the notions that our needs are few and happiness was much less
         difficult than we customarily make it out to be.[45]     What need would there be of justice in such a community?
      

      
      For Epicurus, justice is necessary in communities that lack the resources to meet
         people’s needs. Happiness resides in striving only to fulfill natural and necessary
         desires, and it seems likely that a community of any moderate size could provide for
         its members, for their desires are few.[46]     Humans are fine at birth; it is the trappings of complex societies that corrupt
         them as they develop.
      

      
      Justice is also necessary for Epicurus because communities lack enlightenment and
         because people are treated unequally in them. Epicurus’s Garden—characterized by egalitarianism
         and the practical wisdom of people schooled in Epicurean physical principles—was a
         society in which justice was unnecessary.
      

      
      Justice, then, was unneeded in the right sort of communities—that is, Epicurean communities.
         Writes the Epicurean Diogenes of Oenoanda in the second century A.D.: “If we assume
         [wisdom] to be possible, then truly the life of the gods will pass to men. For everything
         will be full of justice and mutual love, and there will be no need of fortification
         or laws and all of the things which we contrive on account of one another.”[47]     In short, if humans should study the principles of the master, Epicurus, and
         stave off the worries of the soul by ceasing to worry about the intervention of gods,
         death, and the limitlessness of pleasures and pains, then they would live as far as
         possible like gods among men.
      

      
      Jefferson’s Arcadia

      
      Whereas Epicurus preaches political unconcern and social withdrawal into tight Epicurean
         communities to cultivate ataraxia, Jefferson abjures political unconcern and social withdrawal. He preaches self-sufficiency
         and that measure of political involvement of each person to achieve a functional unity
         of government and to preserve his own and his fellow citizens’ rights. He envisages
         no small and peaceful communities of like-minded philosophers, but an agrarian nation,
         or mostly so, stretching across the northern continent, that might establish itself
         as a model of placidity, self-sufficiency, and philosophical liberalism.[48]   
      

      
      Political libertarianism is essential for the realization of his Arcadia. Strong government,
         he believes, will be an impediment to morally correct action both for citizens and
         the state. In “Opinion on the French Treaties,” he writes: “The moral duties which
         exist between individuals in a state of nature, accompany them into a state of society
         & the aggregate of the duties of all the individuals composing the society constitutes
         the duties of that society towards any other; so that between society & society the
         same moral duties exist as did between the individuals composing them while in an
         unassociated state, their maker not having released them from those duties on their
         forming themselves into a nations.” Compacts between nations are as binding as contracts
         between persons.[49]     In addition, the moral sense entails a universal sense of justice. He argues
         syllogistically: “Man was created for social intercourse; but social intercourse cannot
         be maintained without a sense of justice; then man must have been created with a sense
         of justice.”[50]     The argument is Stoical, not Epicurean. For Epicurus, justice comes about through
         default—that is, it is a matter of social compact. Persons merely agree to act justly
         toward one another to avoid the ills of injustice befalling them. It is a concession
         to small pain in the effort to avoid greater pain at some time unforeseen (X.140–44).
      

      
      From what can be gleaned from selected letters, Jefferson’s sense of the good life
         is similar to that of Epicurus. For instance, to William Randolph (25 August 1775),
         Jefferson writes, “My first wish is a restoration of our just rights; my second; a
         return of the happy period, when, consistently with duty, I may withdraw myself totally
         from the public stage, and pass the rest of my days in domestic ease and tranquility,
         banishing every desire of ever hearing what passes in the world.” It involves, at
         least at some point of life, retirement to one’s own affairs in which one is free
         to undertake those pursuits that conduce to tranquility. It differs markedly, however,
         in this respect. Jefferson recognizes that liberty comes with a price: some amount
         of public service is needed to preserve one’s right to spend one’s time as one wants.
         Jefferson never advocated, as did Epicurus, wholesale withdrawal from political affairs—withdrawal
         as a way of life. For him, avid political participation—each to his own capacity—was
         a citizen’s duty until such time that each has earned his right for withdrawal to
         his personal affairs and a narrower spread of political involvement.
      

      
      In a letter to James Monroe (20 May 1782), Jefferson speaks of his wishes to retire
         from public service in his new-formed country. He appeals, consistent with Scottish
         morality, to his heart to see if he is “cured of every principle of political ambition”
         and discovers that every particle of passion for ambition is “eradicated.” The language,
         one of disease, is Epicurean.
      

      
      Acknowledging thirteen years of public service, Jefferson gives three arguments to
         warrant his retirement from political affairs. First, he appeals to the disorder of
         his personal life. He has neglected his family and that of a deceased friend. Second,
         in the time of service to country, he has not only not gained the esteem of his countrymen,
         but also, in his own words, “lost the small estimation I before possessed.” Therefore,
         reason and inclination unite in justifying his retirement. Finally, the state cannot
         command the services of its members indefinitely, though there is no precedent. To
         do so would be for the state to declare the right to enslave a portion of its population
         to perpetual service and that goes against the liberty that the state is sworn to
         preserve. “I am persuaded that having hitherto dedicated to them the whole of the
         active useful part of my life I shall be permitted to pass the rest in mental quiet.”
      

      
      Jefferson pursues more extensively the topic of retirement from public duty in a 1793
         letter to James Madison (9 June 1793). He begins by acknowledging a debt to serve
         one’s country and, though he does not know how long a service each must render, he
         does say that it cannot be for the whole of one’s life. He has served twenty-four
         years and, thus, has completely neglected his private affairs “in total preoccupation
         with their affairs.” He has fulfilled his public duty and has no desire anymore to
         seek the esteem of the world. 
      

      
      
         [A]ge, experience & reflection, preserving to that only it’s due value, have set a
            higher [value] on tranquility. The motion of my blood no longer keeps time with the
            tumult of the world. It leads me to seek for happiness in the lap and love of my family,
            in the society of my neighbors & my books, in the wholesome occupations of my farm
            & my affairs, in an interest or affection in every bud that opens, in every breath
            that blows around me, in an entire freedom of rest or motion, of thought or incogitancy,
            owing account to myself alone of my hours & actions. What must be the principle of
            that calculation which should balance against these the circumstances of my present
            existence! Worn down with labours from morning to night, & day to day; knowing them
            as fruitless to others as they are vexations to myself, committed singly in desperate
            & eternal contest against a host who are systematically undermining the public liberty
            & prosperity, even the rare hours of relaxation sacrificed to the society of persons
            in the same intentions, of whose hatred I am conscious even in those moments of conviviality
            when the heart wishes most to open itself to the effusions of friendship & confidence,
            cut off from my family & friends, my affairs abandoned to chaos & derangement, in
            short giving everything I love, in exchange for everything I hate, and all this without
            a single gratification in possession or prospect, in present enjoyment or future wish.
            Indeed my dear friend, duty being out of the question, inclination cuts off all argument.
         

         
      

      Jefferson retired temporarily to Monticello in 1794. “I am to be liberated from the
         hated occupations of politics,” he says to Mrs. Church (27 November 1793), “and to
         remain in the bosom of my family, my farm, and my books. I have my house to build,
         my fields to farm, and to watch for the happiness of those who labor for me.” Later,
         he writes to John Randolph (8 June 1797):
      

      
      
         Tranquility is now my object. I have seen enough of political honors to know that
            they are but splendid torments: and however one might be disposed to render services
            on which any of their fellow citizens should set a value; yet when as many would deprecate
            them as a public calamity, one may well entertain a modest doubt of their real importance,
            and feel the impulse of duty to be very weak.
         

         
      

      Nonetheless, Jefferson assumed the office of president of the American Philosophical
         Society four years later and president of the United States seven years later, where
         he served for two terms. As he wrote to Pierre Samuel du Pont de Nemours at the end
         of his second term (2 March 1809):
      

      
      
         Within a few days I retire to my family, my books and farms; and having gained the
            harbor myself, I shall look on my friends still buffeting the storm, with anxiety
            indeed, but not with envy. Never did a prisoner, released from his chains, feel such
            relief as I shall on shaking off the shackles of power. Nature intended me for the
            tranquil pursuits of science, by rendering them my supreme delight.[51]    
         

         
      

      Jefferson is often chided in contemporary literature for the
         inconsistencies between his words and deeds. Slavery is foremost among the topics.
         Nevertheless, in spite of express desire to live the Epicurean good life—that of
         equanimity through retirement to domestic chores and study—his deeds indicate clearly
         a
         Stoic sense of duty. He placed the affairs of his country, his state, and his fellow
         human beings ahead his own affairs, which were always cock-a-hoop, and ahead of his
         own
         happiness. In retirement, it is difficult to state that his sphere of public service
         constringed. He was, as Max Lerner notes, “incapable of any real withdrawal.”[52] Upon retirement from ambassadorship to France, Jefferson chided his daughter
         Mary for her “willingness to withdraw from society.” He adds: “From 1793. to 1797.
         [sic] I remained closely at home, saw none but those who came there, and at
         length became very sensible of the ill effect it had upon my own mind, and of it’s
         direct and irresistible tendency to render me unfit for society, and uneasy when
         necessarily engaged in it. I felt enough of the effect of withdrawing from the world
         then, to see that it led to an antisocial and misanthropic state of mind, which severely
         punished him who given in to it: and it will be a lesson I never shall forget as to
         myself” (3 Mar. 1802). Upon retirement from the presidency, he attended studiously
         to
         all the letters he had received and devoted much of his remaining years to the birth
         of
         the University of Virginia.
      

      
      Upshot

      
      Was Jefferson an Epicurean? There was an infusion of Epicureanism in Jefferson’s thinking,
         but there was an infusion of the principles of Plato, whom he overtly detested, the
         Stoics, Francis Bacon, David Hume, John Locke, and Joseph Priestley, to name just
         a few. Jefferson, in spite of his express embrace of his “master” Epicurus, was eclectic—sometimes
         inconsistently so. “I never submitted the whole system of my opinions to the creed
         of any party of men whatever, in religion, in philosophy, in politics, or in anything
         else, where I was capable of thinking for myself.” . . . If I could not go to heaven
         but with a party, I would not go there at all.”[53]    
      

      
      We can, however, note that the infusion of Epicurean principles in his theoretical
         thinking is substantial in his physics and epistemology. In ethics, cosmology, and
         politics, however, he pays lip service to the master. One might say that his Head
         is with Epicurus, but his Heart is with the Stoics. With Jefferson, as with David
         Hume, Head is always in the service of Heart.
      

      
      Notes
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      Jefferson and Jesus

      
      
         “Among the sayings and discourses imputed to him [Jesus] by his biographers, I find
            many passages of fine imagination, correct morality, and of the most lovely
            benevolence; and others again of so much ignorance, so much absurdity, so much
            untruth, charlatanism, and imposture, as to pronounce it impossible that such
            contradictions should have proceeded from the same being.” —TJ to William Short, 13
            April 1820
         

         
      

      Jefferson, in a letter to Benjamin Rush (21 April 1803), reflects on evening conversations
         between the two prior to his presidency. Such conversations, he notes, sometimes turned
         to Christianity, and he recalls a promise to his learned colleague to write something
         someday on his beliefs concerning the Christian system. That implies a certain amount
         of dissimulation on Jefferson’s part in his prior conversations with Rush. In this
         letter, he fulfills that earlier promise and includes a précis of his “Christian”
         views titled “Syllabus of an Estimate of the Merit of the Doctrines of Jesus, Compared
         with Those of Others,” composed earlier that month. Jefferson then cautions his friend
         not to pass on his “Syllabus” or its contents to anyone else, for he wishes not to
         be drawn before the tribunal of hostile opposition—an “inquisition over the rights
         of conscience.”
      

      
      Jefferson’s “Syllabus” shows plainly the defects of Jewish morality and more significantly
         that Jefferson’s confidence in and fidelity to ancient ethicians is, at least, incomplete.
         He notes a glaring defect of ancient ethical thinking—viz., their precepts are predominantly
         self-concerned—which can only be remedied by recourse to the teachings of Jesus, whose
         doctrines, stripped of their corruptions by later “Platonizers,” are founded on universal
         benevolence. As there is little, if anything, to salvage from Jewish thinking in the
         Old Testament, a complete and workable system of morality, it seems, would be some
         admixture of the precepts of ancient ethicians and the doctrines of Jesus. Nonetheless,
         Jefferson is unambiguous that Jesus’s contribution, in spite of certain defects, is
         paramount.
      

      
      This chapter is a critical examination of Jefferson’s view of Jesus and his doctrines,
         with emphasis on the latter. I begin with an expatiation of Jesus’s doctrines and
         Jefferson’s method for depurating them. I end with some thoughts on the nature of
         “true religion” for Jefferson and how it fits into a scheme of moral classification.
      

      
      Jefferson’s Jesus

      
      Two Theses

      
      Ancient ethical thinking and the teachings of Jesus profoundly influenced the formation
         of Jefferson’s thoughts on morally correct action.
      

      
      Jefferson was never shy apropos of his passion for reading ancient moral treatises
         throughout his life—especially early and late in his life, when he was not saddled
         with political duties. His writings refer to authors such as Aristotle, Xenophon,
         Cato, Plato, Livy, Pliny, Plutarch, Seneca, and Socrates, but he was especially fond
         of Cicero, Epicurus, and Epictetus, to whom references are numerous. It is clear that
         his ethical thinking was abundantly shaped by such persons.
      

      
      From what we can gather of his early life, Jefferson’s interest in Jesus begins in
         his Literary Commonplace Book. Jefferson copies or paraphrases over fifty-four passages from Lord Bolingbroke’s Philosophical Works, where Bolingbroke rejects the miracles and divinity of Christ, divine inspiration,
         the fall of man, and the sacrifice of Christ for the sins of man.[1]  Those passages almost certainly reflect Jefferson’s own early views, which are neither
         sympathetic to the teachings of Jesus nor amenable to any form of Christianity.[2]  In 1793 or shortly thereafter, Jefferson reads Joseph Priestley’s An History of the Corruption of Christianity, which talks of the corruption of Jesus’s teachings by apostles and early dignitaries
         of the church. Priestley’s work significantly affects Jefferson’s own thoughts. Jefferson
         writes his “Syllabus,” includes it in his letter to Benjamin Rush (21 April 1803),
         and thereafter sends it to other intimates. He then composes The Philosophy of Jesus one year later—no known copy survives—and finally The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth[3]  around 1819[4] —both of which are a compilation of biblical extracts, void of the recrement of later
         disfigurements by Platonizers. He considers himself an above-board Christian in that
         he is firmly committed to the true, uncorrupted precepts of Jesus.
      

      
      Jefferson’s “Syllabus”[5]  is a significant writing that offers scholars valuable clues to the precise contribution
         of the ancients and Jesus on Jefferson’s ethical thinking. The “Syllabus”—a comparison
         of the ethical views of the ancient philosophers, the Jews, and Jesus—is correspondingly
         broken into three parts.
      

      
      Jewish thinking Jefferson readily dismisses. The sole redeeming feature of Jewish
         morality is recognition of only one god. “Their system was Deism; that is, the belief
         of one only God. But their ideas of him & of his attributes were degrading & injurious.
         Their Ethics were not only imperfect, but often irreconcilable with the sound dictates
         of reason & morality, as they respect intercourse with those around us; & repulsive
         & antisocial, as respecting other nations. They needed reformation, therefore, in
         an eminent degree.”
      

      
      Jefferson’s view of the ancient philosophers—and he lists Pythagoras, Epicurus, Epictetus,
         Socrates, Cicero, Seneca, and Antonius—is given in a passage that contains what might
         be dubbed the Circle-of-Benevolence Argument:
      

      
      
         Their precepts related chiefly to ourselves, and the government of those passions
            which, unrestrained, would disturb our tranquility of mind. In this branch of philosophy
            they were really great. In developing our duties to others, they were short and defective.
            They embraced . . . the circles of kindred & friends, and inculcated patriotism, or
            the love of our country in the aggregate, as a primary obligation: toward our neighbors
            & countrymen they taught justice, but scarcely viewed them as within the circle of
            benevolence. Still less have they inculcated peace, charity & love to our fellow men,
            or embraced with benevolence the whole family of mankind.
         

         
      

      Anyone acquainted with ancient ethical thought will be perplexed by two issues: Jefferson’s
         particular grouping of ethicians and that ancient ethicians were to a man defective
         in their account of humans’ duties to others.
      

      
      First, why does Jefferson list just those thinkers he lists as if one could tease
         out at least a schema of core ethical principles that binds each in the group to the
         others? There is no such schema common to all the listed thinkers. The list is a gallimaufry.
         In spite of his fondness for studying the ancients, his grouping betrays naïveté.
      

      
      Second, why does Jefferson think that the ancients were short and defective in humans’
         duties to others? That may be true of Plato—whose four chief virtues are justice,
         moderation, wisdom, and courage[6]  and for whom justice is the “having and doing of one’s own”[7] —but it is not true of many other ancient ethicians. The Greek and Roman Stoics embraced
         the circles of kindred and friends, but they also literally embraced the circle of
         humanity, as the cosmos itself was a sort of polis for the Stoics—hence, Stoic cosmopolitanism.[8]  Even the egoistic hedonist Epicurus held friendship in especial esteem, as he deemed
         it choice-worthy not only because it conduces to pleasure, the aim of life, but also
         because it has intrinsic merit.[9]  Is Jefferson too dismissive of ancient ethical thought—that is, does he build a
         straw man? If not, what precisely does he find objectionable?
      

      
      To get clearer on precisely what Jefferson finds objectionable, let us flesh out,
         as best we can, the Circle-of-Benevolence Argument.
      

      
      
         	
            
            Ancient ethical precepts aim at control of those passions that, if untethered, would
               disturb equanimity.
            

            
         

         
         	
            So ancient ethical precepts are sufficient to motivate right self-concerned behavior
               (1).
            

            
         

         
         	
            The ancients wrote of the circles of kindred and friends, inculcated patriotism in
               the aggregate as primary obligation.
            

            
         

         
         	
            Though they spoke of justice toward neighbors and countrymen, they did not, or insufficiently,
               included them in the circle of benevolence.
            

            
         

         
         	
            Neither did they inculcated peace, charity, and love of fellow men nor did they embrace
               with benevolence all mankind.
            

            
         

         
         	
            So ancient ethical precepts are insufficient to motivate right other-concerned behavior
               (3–5).
            

            
         

         
         	
            So ancient ethical precepts are sufficient to motivate right self-concerned activity,
               but not right other-concerned activity (2 & 6).
            

            
         

         
      

      
      Jefferson’s objection to ancient thinking seems to be that it lacks unvarnished benevolence.
         Virtuous activity for the ancients might be a matter of beneficence, but beneficence
         without benevolence is for Jefferson not virtuous activity. The ancient motivation
         for beneficence seems only or principally to be self-directed: Beneficence leads to
         equanimity, and equanimity is the fount of or equivalent to human happiness.[10] 
      

      
      This rendering of the Circle-of-Benevolence Argument exposes incompleteness as the
         defect of ancient ethical thinking. It is correct to point out the need for self-love
         in ethical thinking, Jefferson says, but self-love without genuine other-love is insufficient.
         The two systems wind up being complementary. As Peter Onuf writes: “Jefferson’s lifelong
         religious quest illuminated this fundamental distinction between the self-cultivation
         fostered by immersion in classical philosophy and the modern social ethic that Jefferson
         discovered in the pure, uncorrupted teachings of Jesus. These were complementary projects
         for Jefferson.”[11]  We can cash out that as follows in the complementarity thesis.
      

      
      
         Complementarity Thesis: Jesus’s doctrines attend on and complement the doctrines of ancient ethicians such
            that the two together give humans a complete or relatively complete system of ethics.
         

         
      

      The complementarity thesis is prima facie attractive. It explains Jefferson’s extraordinary fondness for ancient literature—especially
         of the morally uplifting sort. It also gives us an authoritative blueprint for self-directed
         behavior.
      

      
      Putting aside Jesus’s claim to be a “member of the Godhead,” Jefferson turns to exegesis
         of Jesus’s doctrines. What were those doctrines? Jesus rectified the Jews’ monodeism
         by giving “juster notions of his attributes and government and he also taught of a
         future state of existence “supplementary to the other motives to moral conduct.”
      

      
      
         His moral doctrines, relating to kindred & friends, were more pure & perfect than
            those of the most correct of the philosophers, and greatly more so than those of the
            Jews; and they went far beyond both in inculcating universal philanthropy, not only
            to kindred and friends, to neighbors and countrymen, but to all mankind, gathering
            all into one family, under the bonds of love, charity, peace, common wants and common
            aids. A development of this head will evince the peculiar superiority of the system
            of Jesus over all others.[12] 
         

         
      

      What remains, when the corruptions have been put through an alembic, is a “system
         of morals . . . [that is] the most perfect and sublime that has ever been taught by
         man.” The sentiment is iterated elsewhere. “[Jesus is] the most innocent, the most
         benevolent [sic] the most eloquent and sublime character that ever has been exhibited to man,” he
         writes to Joseph Priestley (9 January 1803). “[T]he morality of Jesus . . . is far
         superior to that of the ancient philosophers,” he says to Edward Dowse (19 April 1803).
         To John Adams, he calls Jesus’s system “the most sublime and benevolent code of morals
         which has ever been offered to man”[13]  (13 October 1813). With such statements, the complementarity thesis runs aground.
         It does not explain why Jefferson asserts Jesus’s system is superior to that of the
         ancients’ system.
      

      
      Jefferson’s exegesis of Jesus’s doctrines shows that the ancient philosophers motivate
         a form of universal philanthropy, but such “philanthropy” is pinchbeck, as it lacks
         purity and perfection. Such philanthropy, reducible to egoism, is fundamentally misdirected.
         It explains amour propre, but it does not consider all humans as a part of a universal brotherhood, formed
         by ties of love, charity, peace, and common wants and needs. Adrienne Koch makes the
         point vis-à-vis “duties owed to others” (the ancients) and “charities to others” (Jesus).
         “In the performance of the latter an individual would manifest the degree of his goodness
         or virtue, while compliance with the former would merely result in conformity to the
         minimal requirement of morality.”[14]  The point, however, is understated. Jefferson does not distinguish between a minimum
         moral code and supererogatory deeds. There is right action and there is wrong action.
         Thus, Jefferson’s objection to the ancients does not concern incompleteness; for Jefferson,
         ancient ethics goes down like a lead balloon. The complementarity thesis seems untenable.
         Incompleteness is not the issue. Incompatibility is. We come to a second thesis—the
         incompatibility thesis.
      

      
      
         Incompatibility Thesis: As corrections of and improvements on the doctrines of the ancient philosophers,
            Jesus’s doctrines are inconsistent with and superior to those of the ancient thinkers.
         

         
      

      Here too there is a difficulty. Jefferson’s ethical system is not that of Jesus. Jefferson
         nowise embraces everything Jesus said. “It is not to be understood that I am with
         [Jesus] in all of his doctrines,” he says to William Short (13 April 1820). I am a
         Materialist; he takes the side of Spiritualism; he preaches the efficacy of repentance
         towards forgiveness of sin; I require a counterpoise of good works to redeem it, etc.,
         etc.” Jesus also believed, Jefferson was convinced, in his own divinity. Months later,
         he writes again to Short (4 August 1820): “That Jesus did not mean to impose himself
         on mankind as the son of God, physically speaking, I have been convinced by the writings
         of men more learned than myself in that lore. But that he might conscientiously believe
         himself inspired from above, is very possible.”
      

      
      Strictly speaking, Jefferson’s ethical system is a hotchpot. He draws from the ancients
         a sense of duty to self. He draws from Jesus a sense of duty to others. What “binds”
         the two incompatible views is the notion that there is a faculty, independent of reason,
         which decides right moral action—that is, the moral sense. The ancients’ conception
         of self-regard is correct. Jesus’s conception of other-love of all humanity is correct.
         Why Jesus’s doctrines trump those of the ancients is that Jesus’s doctrines are consistent
         with Jefferson’s moral-sense ethics, which is not underpinned by rationality.
      

      
      Of moral-sense theorists, Jefferson’s ethical system seems to owe an especial debt
         to Francis Hutcheson.[15]  For Hutcheson,[16]  moral activity is passionate, not rational. Pace Hobbes, he does not think all human passions are self-directed. He posits that human
         behavior is the result of both violent passions and calm passions—the last are characteristic
         of the moral sense. Reflecting on the calm passions, we gain a certain mastery of
         the violent ones, and our behavior becomes increasingly under the influence of the
         moral sense. This reflection has an air of rationality, but it is generated substratally
         by calm passions, not reason. Reason, for Hutcheson, serves the passions.
      

      
      The moral sense is particularly aimed at other-directed affections, motivated by an
         inveterate sense of benevolence, nature-rooted.[17]     When one sees another behaving benevolently or malevolently toward another—that
         is, when one other-spectates—one feels a sense of approbation or disapprobation and
         correspondingly feels pleasure or pain thereafter. One then judges that person to
         be virtuous or vicious. Pace Epicurus, neither acquisition of pleasure nor avoidance of pain is a motive of moral
         behavior.[18]     Yet there is room also for self-love in Hutcheson’s system. Actions prompted
         by self-love—prudence, self-control, and industry—are regarded by the masses of men
         as “fitting objects of moral approbation.” These might be regarded as a form of self-spectating.
      

      
      The Heart of Jefferson’s Disavowal

      
      “The precepts of philosophy, & of the Hebrew code, laid hold of actions only,” Jefferson
         says in his “Syllabus.” “He pushed his scrutinies [sic] into the heart of man; erected his tribunal in the region of his thoughts, and purified
         the waters at the fountain head.” The sentences are parturient. I begin, however,
         with a caveat.
      

      
      The notion that the systems of the ancient philosophers concern actions only is patently
         false. At least, it certainly does not hold for Seneca, Epictetus, and Aurelius—each
         of whom is mentioned by Jefferson. It also does not seem to hold for Socrates, given
         his belief that knowledge is sufficient for virtue.
      

      
      Jefferson’s key objection is that the ancient ethicians, in considering actions only,
         do not penetrate “into the heart of man” and consider the fountainhead—viz., human
         motives. Here Jefferson is not decrying ancient ethicians for failure to deliberate
         before action, for deliberation before action is a staple of ancient ethical thinking.
         He is castigating them for actions not based on selfless, benevolent motives, independent
         of ratiocination.
      

      
      At the heart of Jefferson’s disavowal is likely the notion of obligation, which implies
         a ratiocinative pact of some sort. For Jefferson, morally correct action is not obligatory,
         because it is independent of human ratiocination. Ethical right-doing for Jefferson,
         in keeping with his take of Scottish empirical philosophy, is a matter of the heart,
         not the head. The truth of ethical “propositions” is not to be discerned through argument
         or rational intuition. Their truth, being a matter of sense, is quite literally felt.
         One simply knows the right thing to do in a given situation.
      

      
      It is edifying to look at some passages from ancient Greek and Roman ethicians on
         the indispensability of ratiocination in ethical decision making to see precisely
         that to which Jefferson objects.
      

      
      Writes Seneca in On Benefits (II.2), “[The road] to every virtue (honestum) is steep, even steeper is it in the vicinity of virtue, for it must not so much
         be accomplished, but it must be accomplished through reason.” When he turns to giving
         a benefit, he says it must be done at the right time and place, in the right manner,
         to the right person, and for the right reason. It must be in proportion to the needs
         and moral worth of the recipient, and the recipient must show proper gratitude (II.3).
         Gifts or favors are not to be given spontaneously. “If someone gives a benefit to
         anyone whomsoever, then he has done a favor to no one” (I.1).[19] 
      

      
      To Epicurus, for whom Jefferson shows his greatest affection,[20]  the pursuit of pleasure through avoidance of pain in complex situations is a matter
         of rational calculation among possible alternatives with the aim of each calculator’s
         equanimity (ataraxia).
      

      
      
         [S]ometimes we pass up many pleasures when we get a larger amount of what is uncongenial
            from them. And we believe many pains to be better than pleasures when a greater pleasure
            follows after we endure those pains for a long while. So every pleasure is a good
            thing, since it has a nature congenial [to us], but not every one [sic] is to be chosen. Just as every pain too is a bad thing, but not every one is such
            as to be always avoided.[21] 
         

         
      

      Aristotle, whom Jefferson does not list due to scant familiarity with his ethical
         works but who is perhaps the best representative of the sort of rationalism Jefferson
         impugns, states that friendship can exist between ethical unequals, but his take is
         nearly algorithmic. “In all the friendships that rest on superiority, the loving must
         also be proportional; for instance, the better person, and the more beneficial, and
         each of the others likewise, must be loved more than he loves; for when the loving
         accords with the comparative worth of the friends, equality is achieved in a way .
         . . .”[22]  Thus, each must get in proportion to his worth for friendship to succeed in such
         cases. One must, it seems, be an arithmetician for genuine friendship to work.
      

      
      Such views are similar to the argument from Head that Jefferson gives and abjures
         in his celebrated love letter to Maria Cosway (12 October 1786), considered fully
         in the previous chapter.
      

      
      
         Everything in this world is a matter of calculation. Advance then with caution, the
            balance in your hand. Put into one scale the pleasures which any object may offer;
            but put fairly into the other the pains which are to follow, & see which preponderates
            . . . . Do not bite the bait of pleasure till you know there is not a hook beneath
            it. The art of life is the art of avoiding pain: & he is the best pilot who steers
            clearest of the rocks & shoals with which he is beset.
         

         
      

      Jefferson, we recall, dismisses this argument with the example of the “poor weathered
         soldier” at Chickhomony, who begged that Jefferson’s wagon give him a ride. The Head
         reasoned that in taking one soldier, as many as the wagon would hold would have to
         be taken, the horses would fail, and no one would benefit. The Heart “knew” otherwise
         and wished to relieve any distress it could relieve. The Head triumphed and Jefferson
         drove away. Heart, by essaying to calculate the consequences of possible courses of
         action, convinced Jefferson not to do the right thing.
      

      
      Given that, I suspect that Jefferson’s disavowal of ancient ethical thought in his
         “Syllabus” is its uncompromising rationalism. When right moral action is left to reason,
         each person tends to argue and act foremost on his own behalf. Epicurus’s aim of
         ataraxia is egoistically hedonic. For Seneca and Aristotle, virtuous action
         entails acting rightly toward others for their benefit, but the chief aim and chief
         motivation is self-directed: A virtuous life is the best possible human life for any
         agent wishing to find happiness. That is not the case with Jefferson. The superiority
         of
         Jesus’s teachings to such systems is that there is no appeal to the faculty of reason
         to
         justify morally correct action. For Jefferson’s Jesus, benevolence is merely a matter
         of
         Heart, which is naturally inclined to consider all humans with benevolence and as
         members of a primal family.
      

      
      “Diamonds in a Dunghill”

      
      What precisely was Jesus’s system and just how did Jefferson deterge the corruptions
         of Platonizers to resurrect it? I tackle the second issue in this section; the first,
         in the subsequent section.
      

      
      In a letter to William Short (4 August 1820), Jefferson writes of the entanglement
         of the fictions of the Christian “biographers” of Jesus with “aphorisms and precepts
         of the purest morality”:
      

      
      
         We find in the writings of his biographers matter of two distinct descriptions. First,
            a groundwork of vulgar ignorance, of things impossible, of superstitions, fanaticisms
            and fabrications. Intermixed with these, again, are sublime ideas of the Supreme Being,
            aphorisms and precepts of the purest morality and benevolence, sanctioned by a life
            of humility, innocence and simplicity of manners, neglect of riches, absence of worldly
            ambition and honors, with an eloquence and persuasiveness which have not been surpassed.
         

         
      

      The teachings of Jesus, it seems, were intentionally poisoned with fictions.

      
      How is one to extract from the fabrications and fanaticisms what Jesus rightly said?
         Jefferson appeals to reason.
      

      
      
         When Livy or Siculus . . . tell us things which coincide with our experience of the
            order of nature, we credit them on their word, and place their narrations among the
            records of credible history. But when they tell us of calves speaking, of statues
            sweating blood, and other things against the course of nature, we reject these as
            fables, not belonging to history. In like manner, when an historian, speaking of a
            character well known and established on satisfactory testimony imputes to it things
            incompatible with that character, we reject them without hesitation, and assent to
            that only of which we have better evidence.
         

         
      

      In sum, the “free exercise of reason is all I ask for the vindication of the character
         of Jesus.” If one takes the New Testament literally, then Jesus is a fraud. If one
         takes it nonliterally, then anything goes. There is to his thinking only one reasonable
         alternative. Jefferson opts for taking the New Testament literally, once it is stripped
         of its scandalous untruths—that is, its supernaturalism. As Richard Samuelson neatly
         sums, “Revelation must vindicate itself before the bar of empirical science.”[23] 
      

      
      When such an appeal-to-experience test is applied to the New Testament, Jefferson
         continues, one jettisons testimony that is based on vulgar ignorance, things impossible,
         superstitions, fanaticism, and fabrications. One is left with sublime ideas of a supreme
         being, aphorisms and precepts of purest morality, an account of a life of humility,
         innocence, and honors, and a persuasive and eloquent personage. In other words, testimony
         of a particular character must be consistent with the laws of nature[24]  and it must be consistent with other, reliable reports of that character. Once stripped
         of its falsifications, one is left with a tableau vivant of the life of Jesus and his doctrines.
      

      
      Jefferson has Conyers Middleton’s book on miracles[25] —he cites him in a letter to John Adams (22 August 1813)—and, of course, Lord Bolingbroke[26]  and perhaps also David Hume’s essay “On Miracles” as his measuring sticks. Both
         sensibly and soberly argue, apropos of any reported miracle, which is essentially
         a violation of a law of nature, that it is always much more probable that one’s testimony
         of the “miracle” is erroneous, rather than that a law of nature has been contravened.[27]  Overall, the project, Jefferson gasconades in a later letter to John Adams (13 October
         1813), is as easy as distinguishing “diamonds in a dunghill.”
      

      
      Jefferson’s aims are, thus, both historical—he wishes to rescue the character of
         Jesus from political opportunists—and normative—he wishes, through success in his
         historical aim, to preserve for posterity “the outlines of a system of the most sublime
         morality which has ever fallen from the lips of man.” The stakes are prodigious.
         Jefferson is undertaking a project of enormous consequence. Historically, he aims
         to
         clean up the falsities and obfuscations of opportunistic and politically motivated
         “chroniclers” and present the real Jesus. Normatively, attending on the success of
         the
         stripping project, Jefferson aims to leave humanity with a précis of what he considers
         to be the greatest system of morality. Christ is, to Jefferson, an historical figure,
         and he and his teachings are matters for historians and ethicians, not opportunistic
         theologians.[28]
         
      

      
      Jefferson expatiates fully on his stripping process in a letter to John Adams (13
         October 1813). He begins, however, with scholar William Enfield’s analysis of the
         Old Testament. It contains 613 precepts from the Law of Moses, divided into affirmative
         (248) and negative (365) precepts. Only three of the former are considered obligatory
         to women. For salvation, only one of the former needs to be observed before death—the
         rest securing felicity. He quotes Enfield on the doctrines of the Old Testament: “What
         a wretched depravity of sentiment and manners must have prevailed before such corrupt
         maxims could have obtained credit! It is impossible to collect from these writings
         a consistent series of moral Doctrine.”
      

      
      Jefferson then relates to Adams that he has performed his stripping project apropos
         of the New Testament in forty-six pages of “pure and unsophisticated doctrines” of
         the apostles, the Apostolic fathers, and the Christians of the first century—that
         is, his Philosophy of Jesus, as yet, undiscovered. Years later, he expands on that in a letter to Charles Thomson
         (9 January 1816). “I, too, have made a wee-little book from the same materials, which
         I call the Philosophy of Jesus; it is a paradigma of his doctrines, made by cutting
         the texts out of the book, and arranging them on the pages of a blank book, in a certain
         order of time or subject.”
      

      
      Jefferson sums his comparative findings to Adams, “[T]he principle of the Hebrew was
         the fear, of the Gentile the honor, of the Christian the love of God.”
      

      
      The Doctrines of Jesus

      
      When he analyzed the writings of the New Testament, Jefferson did not expect to find
         a complete system of moral beliefs, given his belief that Jesus died before reaching
         intellectual maturity.[29]  Yet what he did find, though incomplete, was nonetheless the most perfect system
         of ethics given to humans.
      

      
      One of Jefferson’s most revealing passages on the doctrines of Jesus occurs in an
         early letter to Bishop James Madison (31 January 1800). In this letter, which illustrates
         neatly how ethical bedrock is needed for republican government, he shows that Jesus’s
         moral teachings have laid the groundwork for liberality and self-government through
         his teachings of self- and other-love. Following Wishaupt, Jefferson asserts that
         Jesus’s object was to “promote this perfection of the human character”—a project hors de prix to Jefferson.
      

      
      
         That his intention was simply to reinstate natural religion, & by diffusing the light
            of his morality, to teach us to govern ourselves. His precepts are the love of god
            and the love of our neighbor.[30]  And by teaching innocence of conduct, he expected to place men in their natural
            state of liberty & equality. [Wishaupt] says, no one ever laid a surer foundation
            for liberty than our grand master, Jesus of Nazareth. He believes that the free masons
            were originally possessed of the true principles & objects of Christianity, & have
            still preserved some of them by tradition, but much disfigured. The means he proposes
            to effect this improvement of human nature are ‘to enlighten men, to correct their
            morals & inspire them with benevolence. Secure of our success, sais [sic] he, we abstain from violent commotions. To have foreseen the happiness of posterity
            & to have prepared it by irreproachable means, suffices for our felicity. The tranquility
            of our consciences is not troubled by the reproach of aiming at the ruin or overthrow
            of states or thrones.’
         

         
      

      Jefferson does not say that he buys into all that Wishaupt asserts. The letter is
         composed in 1800 and the subject, he admits, is new to him at the time. Nonetheless,
         Wishaupt has given him much over which to mull.
      

      
      To Benjamin Rush over three years later (21 April 1803), Jefferson says Jesus preached
         universal philanthropy, not based on ratiocination, but on a sense of universal benevolence.
         He also preached of a life beyond the grave. Jesus’s teaching, Jefferson asserts,
         aimed at all men, but mostly the Jews. “[Jesus] was the herald of truths reformatory
         of the religions of mankind in general,” writes Jefferson to George Thatcher (26 January
         1824), “but more immediately of that of his own countrymen, impressing them with more
         sublime and more worthy ideas of the Supreme being, teaching them the doctrine of
         a future state of rewards and punishments, and inculcating the love of mankind, instead
         of the anti-social spirit with which the Jews viewed all other nations.”
      

      
      In a letter to Benjamin Waterhouse (26 June 1822), Jefferson compares the doctrines
         of Jesus, which he lists as three, to those of Calvin, which he lists as five. Jesus
         has taught:[31] 
      

      
      
         	
            
            That there is one only God, and he all perfect,

            
         

         
         	
            That there is a future state of rewards and punishments, and

            
         

         
         	
            That to love God with all thy heart and thy neighbor as thyself, is the sum of religion.

            
         

         
      

      
      Calvin and Athanasius have taught:

      
      
         	
            
            That there are three Gods,

            
         

         
         	
            That good works, or the love of our neighbor, are nothing,

            
         

         
         	
            That faith is every thing [sic], and the more incomprehensible the proposition, the more merit in its faith,
            

            
         

         
         	
            That reason in religion is of unlawful use, and

            
         

         
         	
            That God, from the beginning, elected certain individuals to be saved, and certain
               others to be damned; and that no crimes of the former can damn them; no virtues of
               the latter save.
            

            
         

         
      

      
      He continues, “Had the doctrines of Jesus been preached always as pure as they came
         from his lips, the whole civilized world would now have been Christian”—viz., in a
         Unitarian sense.
      

      
      Overall, Jefferson’s embrace of Christianity is a commitment to Jesus’s principles
         of “equal and exact justice to all men,” as he says in his “First Inaugural Address.”[32]  That is Jesus’s message, in a nutshell and stripped of its corruptions.
      

      
      In all, Jefferson esteemed Jesus and his teachings above those of the ancients and
         the Jews. Jesus was, for him, the beau ideal of a human embodiment of moral perfection—viz., the closest thing to an ideal to
         which all humans ought to strive.
      

      
      Religion and Morality

      
      Dumas Malone writes of a remora early in Jefferson’s life—the contamination of the
         fiction supernature in the naturalistic affairs of humans. “It is a fair assumption
         that the first major obstacle to the freedom of the mind which [Jefferson] clearly
         perceived was the doctrine of supernatural revelation; and that, after he had rid
         himself of this, the major intellectual problem of his young manhood was that of finding
         adequate moral sanction elsewhere.”[33]  As Jefferson’s stripping process shows, the remark is pinpoint. For Jefferson, there
         was no such thing as absolute freedom: the metaphysical and supernatural conjurations
         of religious dignitaries had been a millennia-old obstacle that needed to be removed
         for true liberty to flourish.
      

      
      How was one to find “adequate moral sanction” in religion? “Of these [religious sects]
         there must be at least ten thousand,” Jefferson tells Charles Clay (29 January 1815),
         “every individual of every one of which believes all are wrong but his own.” One can
         adopt either an intolerant attitude toward religion or a tolerant one. Yet intolerance
         is the very attitude that each particular religion has to every other one, and that
         attitude has been the source of enmity and perpetual conflict—often of the violent
         sort. Thus, Jefferson opts for religious tolerance, as on-a-treadmill religious disputes
         are best silenced by ignoring them. To George Logan (12 November 1816), Jefferson
         mentions thousands of religious sects and the thousands of Christian sects. There
         is disputation, anathematizing, and even burning and torturing of dissenters “for
         abstractions which no one of them understand, and which are indeed beyond the comprehension
         of the human mind.” Why would any man wish to throw himself within “the chambers of
         this Bedlam”? In a late-life letter to Alexander Smyth (17 January 1825), Jefferson
         declines an invitation to comment on Smyth’s explanation of the Apocalypse—that is,
         the Book of Revelation. When last he read it, he formed the opinion that the book
         was merely the “ravings of a Maniac.” Thus, to offer an explication of the work is
         superfluous. “What has no meaning admits no explanation.”
      

      
      Such passages have convinced many historians of Jefferson’s irreligiosity. Norman
         Risjord, for example, says: “Jefferson was never a deeply religious man. He was a
         student of the Bible—in later years he had a copy annotated in his own hand—but he
         treated it as a work of history, rather than the word of God.”[34]  Risjord, of course, makes the mistake of numerous others of Jefferson’s day. Jefferson
         was a deeply religious man. He was not friendly to organized religiosity, which had
         an ineliminable political dimension. Human attempts to formalize what is inherently
         incapable of formalization are vain and anthropocentric. They also lead to bootless
         and ceaseless argument about balmy and fatuous matters—for example, the relation of
         demons to deities, the number and types of gods, and predestination—incapable of empirical
         resolution.
      

      
      “Were I to be the founder of a new sect I would call them Apriarians, and, after the
         example of the bee, advise them to extract the honey of every sect,” Jefferson states
         to Thomas Parker (15 May 1819). “My fundamental principle would be the reverse of
         Calvin’s, that we are to be saved by our good works which are within our power, and
         not by our faith which is not within our power.” Jefferson underscores two points
         here. First, there is something salvageable from every religious sect. In that regard,
         all religions are grounded on at least some significant human insight into the nature
         of right actions. Second, human goodness is not measurable by the degree or unshakability
         of one’s faith in religious dogmata. It is measurable instead by human deeds.
      

      
      Jefferson illustrates the first point in a letter to John Adams (5 May 1817). If religion
         is merely a matter of irreconcilable sectarian dogmata, then it would be better for there to be no religions at all. “But if the moral precepts,
         innate in man, and made a part of his physical condition, as necessary of a social
         being,” he adds, “if the sublime doctrines . . . taught by Jesus of Nazareth in which
         all agree, constitute true religion, then, without it, this would be, as you again
         say, ‘something not fit to be named, even indeed Hell.’” This world is not hell, we
         know by implication, and so there are innate moral principles, endemic to the moral
         sense, and those principles form a common thread that binds, if only gauzily, all
         religions.
      

      
      The second point is that degree of conviction in some doctrine counts for nothing,
         when deeds consistent with that doctrine are absent. Jefferson makes the point elsewhere
         thus: one must be judged by deeds, not words. “One of our fan-coloring biographers,
         who paints small men as very great, enquired of me lately, with real affection, too,
         whether he might consider as authentic, the change in my religion much spoken of in
         some circles,” he writes to John Adams (11 January 1817). He continues:
      

      
      
         Now this supposed that they knew what had been my religion before, taking for it the
            word of their priests, whom I certainly never made the confidants of my creed. My
            answer was, ‘say nothing of my religion. It is known to my God and myself alone. Its
            evidence before the world is to be sought in my life; if that has been honest and
            dutiful to society, the religion which has regulated it cannot be a bad one.
         

         
      

      For Jefferson, true religion is a personal matter. To Mrs. Samuel Harrison Smith (6
         August 1816), he writes: “But I have ever thought religion a concern purely between
         our God and our consciences, for which we were accountable to him, and not to the
         priests. I never told my own religion, nor scrutinized that of another. I never attempted
         to make a convert, nor wished to change another’s creed.” He tells Timothy Pickering
         (27 February 1821): “I do not wish to trouble the world with my creed, nor to be troubled
         for them. These accounts are to be settled only with Him who made us; and to Him we
         leave it, with charity for all others, of whom, also, He is the only rightful and
         competent judge.” “The care of every man’s soul belongs to himself,” he writes to
         John Hancock (11 October 1776). “But what if he neglect the care of it? Well what
         if he neglect the care of his health or estate, which more nearly relates to the state.
         Will the magistrates make a law that he shall not be poor or sick? Laws provide against
         injury from others; but not from ourselves. God himself will not save men against
         their wills.” One sees plainly why Jefferson thinks there cannot be state sanctioning
         of any religion.
      

      
      If those persons quarreling would realize that those precepts on which all religions
         agree are the true moral precepts—the precepts that deity has implanted in the “hearts”
         of all persons—then people would concern themselves with the exercise of morality
         and religious argufying would end. He writes in a telling passage to James Fishback
         (27 September 1809):
      

      
      
         Reading, reflection and time have convinced me that the interests 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 witness), and that we should not
            intermeddle with the particular dogmas in which all religions differ, and which are
            totally unconnected with morality. In all of them we see good men, and as many in
            one as another. The varieties in the structure and action of the human mind as in
            those of the body, are the work of our Creator, against which it cannot be a religious
            duty to erect the standard of uniformity. The practice of morality being necessary
            for the well-being of society, he has taken care to impress its precepts so indelibly
            on our hearts that they shall not be effaced by the subtleties of our brain. We all
            agree in the obligation of the moral precepts of Jesus, and nowhere will they be found
            delivered in greater purity than in His discourses. It is, then, a matter of principle
            with me to avoid disturbing the tranquillity of others by the expression of any opinion
            on the innocent questions on which we schismatize.
         

         
      

      This sentiment, perhaps derived from the Quakers, is iterated in
         other letters.[35] Thus, morality—and it is noteworthy that Jefferson classified “religion” as
         a division of “moral philosophy” in his library—are the same, or approximately so.
      

      
      Because of the moral sense implanted by the creator in the breasts of each person,
         the “precepts” of morality, inscribed in the hearts of humans everywhere, are universal
         for Jefferson. The true world religion, he asserts, is that one that recognizes the
         existence of deity and those precepts.[36]  As he states in his “First Inaugural Address,” human happiness depends on “acknowledging
         and adoring an overruling Providence, which by all its dispensations proves that it
         delights in the happiness of man here and his greater happiness hereafter” and “a
         benign religion, professed, indeed, and practiced in various forms, yet all of them
         inculcating honesty, truth, temperance, gratitude, and the love of man.”[37] 
      

      
      Upshot

      
      Jefferson’s critical discussion of the doctrines of Jesus alongside of the views of
         the ancient philosophers shows he draws no sharp distinction between “religion” and
         “morality.” Religion, properly grasped—that is, deterged and naturalized—is merely
         the embrace of those “doctrines” innate and discoverable in the moral sense of all
         humans—those doctrines especially that relate to human benevolence and enjoin everyone
         to treat all others as members of one large human family.
      

      
      Vis-à-vis the personage and character of Jesus, it is probable Jefferson in time thought
         him to be, if not a paradigm of human perfection, then the closest thing to human
         perfection that the world has hitherto known. If so, then we arrive at the paradox
         of moral progress. Jefferson was a progressivist about morality, as he was, for instance,
         about politics. He steadfastly refused to study ancient political writings, like Aristotle’s
         Politics, because the ancients did not latch on to the notion of representative government.
         Ancient political writings, thus, were merely of historical value to forward-looking
         students of politics. Yet as a progressivist concerning morality, he found the nearly
         two-millennia-old doctrines of Jesus to be of more than historical value. Benevolence-based,
         they were the best guides for ensuring moral progress. Jesus was, as Charles Sanford
         notes, an ancient harbinger for Enlightenment moral thinking.[38] 
      

      
      Notes
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      Philosophical Vignettes in Jefferson’s Notes

      
      
         “Though the sides of this bridge [the Natural Bridge] are provided in some parts with
            a parapet of fixed rocks, yet few men have resolution to walk to them and look over
            into the abyss. You involuntarily fall on your hands and feet, creep to the parapet
            and peep over it . . . . It is impossible for the emotions arising from the sublime,
            to be felt beyond what they are here.” —Jefferson, Notes on Virginia

         
      

      Jefferson was an avid writer, but his Notes on the State of Virginia was his only book. It was begun in response to several questions sent indirectly to
         Jefferson by the secretary of the French legation,[1]  François Barbé-Marbois, in 1780. Jefferson began merely with the intendment of answering
         Marbois’s questions. Interest in the manuscript, abroad and at home, prompted Jefferson
         to lengthen and polish the manuscript—that is, to prepare a book.
      

      
      The book, the title suggests, is descriptive in intent—a guidebook to the geography,
         climate, and people of Virginia and their laws, religions, manners, and commerce,
         inter alia. Yet in spite of its putative descriptive intent, it is peppered with informative
         critical insights—vignettes, as it were, that are often of a philosophical and exegetic
         nature—that aberrate from the descriptive intent. These vignettes are rich sources
         for Jefferson’s frame of mind during the time he wrote Notes on Virginia.

      
      This chapter is an examination of several of Jefferson’s philosophical vignettes—an
         amply recognized but underexplored aspect of the book. Many vignettes betray a philosophical
         commitment to empiricism of the sort advocated by Bacon, Locke, and Newton—the “three
         greatest men,” he tells John Trumbull (15 February 1789), “who have ever lived.” Others
         bespeak Jefferson’s philosophical views on topics like the aesthetic, nature, and
         husbandry. Still others are normative, as they comprise arguments for actions that
         ought to be undertaken on topics like slavery, education, and religion.
      

      
      This chapter is a critical look at the philosophical content of Jefferson’s Notes on Virginia. After discussing the structure of the book, I turn to Jefferson’s philosophical views
         of the aesthetic, natural explanation, education, religious toleration, husbandry,
         and war. While education and war are discussed more fully in other chapters—chapters
         12 and 9 respectively—the meaty issues of race and slavery are overpassed, as they
         are the focus of chapter 10.
      

      
      Structure of Notes on Virginia

      
      Jefferson completed a draft of the manuscript in 1782 that he gave to Marbois.[2]  Because of interest at home and abroad in the manuscript, he then took it with him
         to France and aimed to publish several copies to distribute among friends. Finding
         publishing cheaper in France, he enlarged the manuscript and arranged for 200 printed
         copies that he distributed to friends in Europe and to people in the states.[3]  It was translated into French and published there (1785) and later published in
         English[4]  (1787).
      

      
      Much of the confusion concerning the composition of his Notes on Virginia has been cleared up by recent scholarship. It is now understood that the work, because
         of encouragement by friends, underwent several versions and that Jefferson—in spite
         of his statements that the work is “hasty and indigested,” “without order,”[5]  a “poor crayon,”[6]  a “trifle,”[7]  not more than a “measure of a shadow,”[8]  and that its “subjects are all treated imperfectly”[9] —put great effort into additions and revisions over the years.[10] 
      

      
      There is, however, still much disagreement on the structure of the Notes on Virginia.

      
      The received view, in keeping with Jefferson’s chosen title and his avowed skittishness
         concerning the book in the English version’s advertisement and in subsequent letters,
         has been that the work is not much more than a ragtag collection of notes on Virginia
         with little thought to their order and composition. Jefferson essays to answer all
         the questions put to him by Marbois and then, as he sees fit, randomly adds a running
         critical commentary that is Byzantine and unneeded, though valuable to the Jeffersonian
         scholar. Gilbert Chinard,[11]  Dumas Malone, and perhaps Merrill Peterson[12]  typify this early approach. Malone writes, “It was an ad hoc work, like practically everything else he wrote”; it was unpretentious and is no
         mere “mass of materials,” he adds, for his interjected reflections give the work a
         “philosophical tone.”[13]  Few today, I suspect, think this view is tenable.
      

      
      On the other hand, there are scholars that think the “aberrations” are merely apparent,
         not genuine—that is, that the work has greater structure than it seems to have. Jefferson’s
         aberrations are better viewed as Gordian divarications that are intended and set up
         by the lengthy descriptive passages. George Alan Davy, for example, maintains that
         a careful scrutiny of the work shows an underlying logic, unapparent prima facie. That Jefferson continued to rework the manuscript, by expanding and revising it,
         shows that the arguments and proposals are not mere digressions, but central to the
         book. Davy maintains that the often-lengthy descriptive passages that answer Marbois’s
         queries are given chiefly, if not wholly, to set up “proposals”—that is, arguments—that
         come later. “[G]enerally speaking, Notes on Virginia moves from perception to judgment and then to reasoning based on perception.”[14]  Robert Ferguson maintains that the book is tony and organized, not unstructured.
         Its structure goes unnoticed only because scholars today fail to approach the book
         by the belletristic literature of Jefferson’s day. Denigrating one’s work and shunning
         its publication were symptomatic of eighteenth-century belletrism, he says. Denigration
         was also Jefferson’s oblique way of expressing that the work’s descriptive content
         was incomplete—a deficiency to be remedied, Jefferson thought, by future scholars
         of William and Mary.[15]  Andrew Burstein too is perhaps in this camp. He writes: “The Notes . . . argues and proposes. It eagerly embraces controversy. But it does so within
         the structure of eighteenth-century philosophic argument, purporting to remove the
         author, taking nature as the basis for reasoning about society.”[16]  Finally David Tucker in his study on the book maintains that “appearances are deceiving.”
         Notes on Virginia “has a carefully plotted structure that draws our attention to the great theme of
         Jefferson’s life, the relation between nature and politics, while revealing that he
         conceived of himself as what we might call an intermediary between these two great
         realms of human existence.” Jefferson’s aim is rhetorical: to show that America is
         ideally suited for republican government.[17] 
      

      
      Most scholars take a middle view. Matthew Cordova Frankel maintains that Jefferson’s
         vacillations between “strict taxonomical catalog and extended commentary” conjoin
         “natural descriptions with nationalist discourse.” Virginia’s nature is America’s
         national code, both politically and aesthetically.[18]  Harold Hellenbrand states that Jefferson’s Notes on Virginia has passages that are “largely submerged beneath an articulation of seemingly factual
         evidence—beginning with geological nature and ending with society and history—that
         can appear haphazard in what it touches upon and tentative or reticent in its conclusions.”
         For Hellenbrand, Jefferson’s dedication to facts and incremental knowledge is itself
         a “rhetorical design with political and philosophical implications.”[19]  Douglas Wilson says that Jefferson’s philosophical digressions are intended and
         prompted by the encouragement of friends like Charles Thomson, Marbois, and the Marquis
         de Chastelleux. Thomson, who would advise Jefferson abundantly on the project,[20]  wrote an enthusiastic letter to Jefferson that encouraged both a descriptive and
         a philosophical manuscript.[21]  “Marbois’s queries, which addressed mainly factual matters such as naming and enumeration,
         had stimulated him to study further and had motivated him to pursue some of their
         scientific and philosophical implications.” The project, thus, was not hastily undertaken.[22] 
      

      
      Given the unlikelihood of the received view, which of the two remaining views is most
         tenable?
      

      
      The view that there is an intended, underlying logic to the Notes on Virginia that escapes the incautious, anachronistic eye is reasonable so long as it is not
         pushed beyond mere aperçu. Without question, Jefferson begins descriptively with nature
         and works his way to culture or custom. Without question, the work is an apologia
         for the emerging American nation—an attempt to show that America and Americans are
         each suitable for republican government. Nonetheless, some of Jefferson’s individual
         queries read like schoolboy essays, where descriptive answers to queries are littered
         with beside-the-point arguments, often of normative value, and other critical digressions.
         Intended initially to offer descriptive answers to Marbois’s questions about his state,
         Jefferson is not even content to restrict the scope of the work to Virginia—for example,
         he digresses to speak about the country’s Indians, its animals, and the nature of
         blacks. Perhaps because of the prompting of friends, Jefferson has things to get off
         his chest, as it were, and the constraints of the descriptive work he has begun will
         not get in his way. Thus, the book, a confusion of aims in spite of its title, is
         unpolished, Byzantine, and discursive, despite Jefferson’s efforts to the contrary.
         As such, the title is a misnomer.
      

      
      Nonetheless, the unpolished, Byzantine, and discursive nature of the work proves invaluable
         for scholars that wish to come to terms with Jefferson’s thinking on important issues
         at that relatively early period of his life. It is precisely those digressions, pregnant
         with philosophical content, that have drawn the most attention of critical readers
         over the years. Unlike letters, written to appeal to the particular interests of a
         correspondent, or addresses, written often with propagandist intentions, Jefferson’s
         Notes on Virginia is ultimately prepared for general readership. It is Jefferson exposed—veritas nuda. Thus, it allows for a picture of the philosophical dimension of Jefferson’s mind,
         unfettered by special interests and propagandist intentions, at the time of his writing—hence,
         my preference for “vignettes.”
      

      
      The Beautiful and the Sublime

      
      Query IV, on the mountains of Virginia, captures Jefferson’s sense of the aesthetic.
         He gives a description of the confluence of the “Patowmac” and Rivanna Rivers—each
         seeking vent, after having “ranged along the foot of the mountain an hundred miles.”
         When standing on a high point of land, one sees the Shenandoah River on the right
         and the Patowmac River the left. When the rivers conjoin, they “rush together against
         the mountain, rend it asunder, and pass off to the sea [Atlantic Ocean].”[23] 
      

      
      Jefferson then gives a first-glance perspective and a distant-finishing perspective.

      
      The first glance, Jefferson says,

      
      
         hurries our senses into the opinion, that this earth has been created in time, that
            the mountains were formed first, that the rivers began to flow afterwards, that in
            this place particularly they have been dammed up by the Blued ridge of mountains,
            and have formed an ocean which filled the whole valley; that continuing to rise they
            have at length broken over at this spot, and have torn the mountain down from its
            summit to its base. The piles of rock on each hand, but particularly on the Shenandoah,
            the evident marks of their disrupture and avulsion from their beds by the most powerful
            agents of nature, corroborate the impression.
         

         
      

      The language, one of boundless and incognizable power and violence, bespeaks stupefication.
         One is forced into the judgment of a temporal creation of the sort Jefferson describes.
      

      
      Jefferson then gives the “very different” distant-finishing perspective—as “placid
         and delightful, as [the former] is wild and tremendous.”
      

      
      
         For the mountain being cloven asunder, she present to your eye, through the cleft,
            a small catch of smooth blue horizon, at an infinite distance in the plain country,
            inviting you, as it were, from the riot and tumult roaring around, to pass through
            the breach and participate of the calm below. Here the eye ultimately composes itself;
            and that way too the road happens actually to lead.
         

         
      

      Jefferson is making use of the prominent aesthetic concepts “the beautiful” and “the
         sublime,” characteristic of eighteenth-century ethical thought of his day, in several
         of his aesthetic descriptions of nature in his Notes on Virginia. Some of the early descriptive parts of nature in the book read like a tapestry,
         woven of the beautiful and the sublime. Consistent with the description of Immanuel
         Kant, the sublime for Jefferson is a sort of aesthetic appreciation, laced with dread
         or horror. Kant writes, “The sight of a mountain whose snow-covered peak rises above
         the clouds, the description of a raging storm, or Milton’s portrayal of the infernal
         kingdom” mix enjoyment with horror and are instances of the sublime. So too are tall
         oaks and lonely shadows in a sacred grove. The beautiful, in contrast, is a sort of
         pleasant sensation that is “joyous and smiling.” “[F]lower beds low hedges and trees
         trimmed in figures are beautiful.” He adds, “The sublime moves, the beautiful charms.”[24] 
      

      
      Consider also Jefferson’s description of the Natural Bridge—a bridge taken by him
         to be forged by some great natural convulsion. He calls it the “most sublime of Nature’s
         works.” After he describes its dimensions to the best of his capacity, he adds:
      

      
      
         Though the sides of this bridge are provided in some parts with a parapet of fixed
            rocks, yet few men have resolution to walk to them and look over into the abyss. You
            involuntarily fall on your hands and feet, creep to the parapet and peep over it.
            Looking down from this height about a minute, gave me a violent head ache . . . .
            It is impossible for the emotions arising from the sublime, to be felt beyond what
            they are here.[25] 
         

         
      

      Jefferson’s use of superlatives, in his descriptions of the sublime, is ammunition
         for his tussle with Buffon later in the book.
      

      
      However, even the most sublime of nature’s works is not without beauty. He says, “If
         the view from the top be painful and intolerable, that from below is delightful in
         an equal extreme.” The fissure opens a view of the North Mountain on one side and
         the Blue Ridge Mountain on the other.[26] 
      

      
      Finally, he calls the Ohio River—a river he has never seen[27] —the “most beautiful river on earth.” That is clear indication that the book has
         a propagandist component. He adds, “Its current gentle, waters clear, and bosom smooth
         and unbroken by rocks and rapids, a single instance only excepted.”[28]  Thus, in Query IV, Jefferson expresses his conception of the aesthetic to argue
         that America is le beau idéal.
      

      
      The interchange of the sublime and the beautiful, according to Hellenbrand, is a “direct
         result of Jefferson’s own assumptions about the inmost stability and quiescence of
         nature, beneath its superficial processes and changes.” According to Hellenbrand,
         the road from chaos to happiness, from disorder to order, is a central concept in
         Jefferson’s philosophical thinking—one prominently featured in his Declaration. It
         is a feature of Jefferson’s naturalistic philosophy, which strives to attain order
         from chaos, and is perhaps dualistic in essence.[29] 
      

      
      Hellenbrand’s view is more monistic than dualistic, however. His Jefferson invites
         us to see beyond the veneer of the sublime to the reality of the beautiful. Yet that
         is not Jefferson’s view. For Jefferson, the sublime and the beautiful are each real
         and operative in nature. The sublime is the prima facie, foreground impression of a natural phenomenon. It impresses all persons equally
         and does so by overwhelming them. The beautiful is its finishing, background impression.
         It requires a focus of attention beyond the overwhelming initial impression. The impression
         of beautiful, so to speak, completes the impression of the sublime to give one a comprehensive,
         complete picture of a natural phenomenon.
      

      
      In a manner of speaking, seeing the beautiful behind the sublime in the phenomena
         of
         nature is showing that America’s nature is capable of accommodating civilization and
         progressive living at least as well as that of Europe. America’s roughness is capable
         of
         taming. Isaac Newton acknowledged that space was infinitely vast, but he thought it
         absolute and real. Thus, one could put a Cartesian grid on it to gain some measure
         and
         understanding of its incomprehensible enormousness. Likewise, Jefferson thought that
         the
         American wilderness qua sublime was vast and uncultivated, but one too could put a
         fixed
         grid on it, qua beautiful, to plot out its vastness and tame its wildness.[30] Deity, thus, was no whimsical creator but a geometer of the first rank.
      

      
      It is striking that Jefferson did not follow Newton and the Scottish empiricists who
         had influenced him so and divide claims of value from claims of fact. For him, there
         was nature, and investigation of nature was at once investigation of what is factual,
         what is valuable, and what is beautiful—a sort of normative naturalism.
      

      
      Natural Explanation

      
      In Query VI, Jefferson begins the topic of minerals and “trees, plants, fruits, &c.”
         Midway into the topic of minerals, he mentions a great number of petrified shells
         of kinds, found at the eastern foot of the North Mountain, that bear no resemblance
         to those in the tide waters. He adds that similar shells have been found in the Andes
         in South America.
      

      
      To some, such collections of shells are proof of a universal deluge. To others, they
         are evidence of a past cataclysm that temporarily elevated the nearby waters either
         by drawing from waters from another part of the globe or by an influx of the waters
         of the Atlantic Ocean through westerly winds. To Voltaire, the stone containing the
         “shells” was once soft and morphed into hard stone, and the “shells” formed independently
         of animal bodies. Each of the hypotheses is implausible, Jefferson asserts by recourse
         to Baconian eliminative induction. With no hypothesis of his own, he acknowledges
         that the phenomenon is unsolved. “Ignorance is preferable to error,” he states, “and
         he is less remote from the truth who believes nothing, then [sic] he who believes what is wrong.”[31]  The passage is indicative of the empirical bent of the Notes on Virginia and Jefferson’s refusal to pontificate on matters where evidence is wanting. Yet
         even the firmest of his assertions is ultimately on empirical grounds and amenable
         to the possibility of contradiction or revision in light of future evidence.
      

      
      Later, Jefferson turns to the “&c” part of the query, as he examines the animals of
         America—a topic about which Marbois asked nothing—and begins his assault on the great
         naturalist Comte Georges-Louis de Buffon, who argues that the New World was colder
         and wetter than Europe and, thus, was replete with biologically inferior biota.[32]  Buffon’s claims about the inferiority of America were presumably not motivated by
         antipathy, but by the notion that America was retrograde, as “it continued longer
         than the rest of the globe under the waters of the ocean” and nature had insufficient
         time “to unfold the whole extent of her productions.”[33] 
      

      
      Because Buffon held the elephant as proof of the greater size of European animals,
         Jefferson begins discussion of America’s animals with the mammoth, whose bones were
         found at the salt licks on the Ohio River. He adds the testimony of an Indian delegate
         on the mammoth. The delegate mentions the destruction of the bear, deer, elk, and
         buffalo at the salt licks by the “big buffalo.” The “Great Man above,” the testimony
         goes, became enraged and hurled thunderbolts on them. All were slaughtered except
         the big bull, which was injured and scampered off to the Great Lakes.[34] 
      

      
      Jefferson then challenges those who believe (i.e., Buffon) that the mammoth, whose
         bones have been found as far north as the Arctic Circle, is none other than the elephant.
         To maintain that one must accept one of three questionable claims (“or some other
         equally voluntary and inadmissible to cautious philosophy”): that the elephant can
         exist in the frozen zone, that there was once an internal fire in the frozen zone
         that has since ceased to exist, or that the obliquity of the ecliptic was once great
         enough to include the mammoth. None of those hypotheses is sensible. For Jefferson,
         it is best to believe that the mammoth resembles the elephant but is a distinctly
         different animal, confined and acclimated to the northerly and cold regions.[35] 
      

      
      Two things, however, Jefferson believes, are certain. The mammoth is the largest known
         terrestrial animal, and it resides in America, not Europe. Those facts, he continues,
         are evidence that Buffon’s assertion that nature is less active on the American side
         of the globe is false—that is, that animals common to America and Europe are smaller
         in America; that animals endemic to America are smaller than those endemic to Europe;
         that, of domesticated animals in both, those in America are degenerate; and that America
         has fewer species of animals. Each side of the globe, Jefferson asserts, is warmed
         by the same “genial sun,” each side has soil of the same chemical composition, and
         each side yields a “rich chyle” and produces equally solid animal bodies.
      

      
      
         The truth is, that a Pigmy and a Patagonian, a Mouse and a Mammoth, derive their dimensions
            from the same nutritive juices. The difference in increment depends on circumstances
            unsearchable to beings with our capacities. Every race of animals seems to have received
            from their Maker certain laws of extension at the time of their formation. Their elaborative
            organs were formed to produce this, while proper obstacles were opposed to its further
            progress. Below these limits they cannot fall, nor rise above them. What intermediate
            station they shall take may depend on soil, on climate, on food, on a careful choice
            of breeders. But all the manna of heaven would never raise the Mouse to the bulk of
            the Mammoth.[36] 
         

         
      

      Jefferson then examines Buffon’s reasons for believing that American
         animals are fewer and inferior to those of Europe—that is, the heat of America is
         less
         and its waters are more. The implication is that “heat is friendly, and
         moisture adverse to the production and development of large quadrupeds.” In
         keeping with his empirical bent throughout the Notes on Virginia, he declines
         firm judgment of the humidity of America’s climate. “[W]e are not furnished with
         observations sufficient to decide this question,” he asserts. He does, however, address
         the notion that moisture is unfriendly to animal growth and essays to vitiate it.
      

      
      
         The truth of this is inscrutable to us by reasonings [sic] a priori. Nature has hidden from us her modus agenda. Out only appeal on such questions
            is to experience; and I think that experience is against the supposition. It is by
            the assistance of heat and moisture that vegetables are elaborated from the elements
            of earth, air, water, and fire. We accordingly see the more humid climates produce
            the greater quantity of vegetables. Vegetables are mediately the food of every animal:
            and in proportion to the quantity of food, we see animals not only multiplied in their
            numbers, but improved in their bulk, as far as the laws of their nature will admit.[37] 
         

         
      

      Jefferson sums, “Here then a race of animals [the mammoth], and one of the largest
         too, has been increased in its dimensions by cold and moisture, in direct opposition
         to the hypothesis, which supposes that these two circumstances diminish animal bulk,
         and that it is their contraries heat and dryness which enlarge it.”[38] 
      

      
      Jefferson appeals to three tables: aboriginal animals of America and Europe;
         aboriginal animals of each; and animals domesticated in both.[39] The tables, though incomplete, do not support Buffon’s assertions of the
         superiority of European animals. Jefferson shows through them that American animals
         are
         at least the equals of European animals. In doing so, Jefferson shows that he, qua
         American naturalist, is in some measure at least the equal of Buffon, qua European
         naturalist. Quite smartly, Jefferson appeals to Buffon’s assertion, “J’aime autant
            une personne qui me releve d’une erreur, qu’une autre qui m’apprend une vérité,
            parce qu’en effet une erreur corrigée est une vérité,” and uses it against
         him.[40] Jefferson’s critique of Buffon is in effect America’s
         coming-of-age.[41]
         
      

      
      Jefferson’s thoughts on the mammoth, however, are incomplete. He believes—though his
         conclusion below is understated—that the mammoth still exists. His reasons are nature’s
         economy and Indian testimony.
      

      
      
         Such is the œconomy of nature, that no instance can be produced of her having permitted
            any one race of her animals to become extinct; of her having formed any link in her
            great work so weak as to be broken. To add to this, the traditional testimony of the
            Indians, that this animal exists in the northern and western parts of America, would
            be adding the light of a taper to that of the meridian sun. Those parts still remain
            in their aboriginal state, unexplored and undisturbed by us, or by others for us.
            He may as well exist there now, as he did formerly where we found his bones.[42] 
         

         
      

      This passage is eye-catching for two reasons: It shows both Jefferson’s trust in Indian
         perception and integrity and a metaphysical commitment to nature’s economy that guides
         his empiricism.
      

      
      Education

      
      Jefferson uses Query XIV as a platform not only for racial reform but also for
         educational reform.
      

      
      Referring to his plan in “Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge” (1779),
         Jefferson mentions three stages of public education: ward schools, grammar schools,
         and university education.
      

      
      Ward schools are Jefferson’s key proposal, as, if put into place, they would allow
         for the “principal foundations of future order.” Here he wishes to divide each county
         into wards and establish a school in each ward to make education accessible to the
         general citizenry. In ward schools, the key subjects would be reading, writing, and
         arithmetic. Those subjects would allow all citizens to have control over their everyday
         affairs and teach them “how to work out their own greatest happiness,” which is not
         the result of chance, but the result of “good conscience, good health, occupation,
         and freedom in all just pursuits.”[43]  To that end, the preference in reading is history, for history, by study of the
         pastness, enables citizens to judge the possibilities of the future. It gives them
         experience of other times and other nations. It enables them to detect political ambition
         and quash it. “Every government degenerates when trusted to the rulers of the people
         alone. The people themselves therefore are its only safe depositories. And to render
         even them safe their minds must be improved to a certain degree.”[44] 
      

      
      Those whom wealth has favored or who have distinguished themselves through effort
         will move on to grammar schools in which Greek, Latin, geometry, and higher arithmetic
         are to be taught. He proposes twenty grammar schools in Virginia, from which, after
         six years, the best half of all students will be sent to William and Mary College
         and the worst half will be discontinued in their education—perhaps to form a pool
         for grammar-school masters.[45] 
      

      
      Here Jefferson begins another critical aside—riddance of the study of Greek and Latin
         in Europe, which he repudiates. In the period of life (roughly) between eight and
         sixteen, he asserts, the mind is not firm enough for great exertion. Overexertion
         at such time gives a first impression of a boy being a man, but eventually makes boys
         of men. Memory is very active during that period, and then especially memory should
         be tested. Languages offer just such an idoneous test for memory and a moderate exercise
         of intellect—a fitting preparation for more difficult tasks, like the sciences.
      

      
      Last, the successful grammar-school students will have earned the privilege of matriculation
         at William and Mary College to study the sciences of their choosing.[46] 
      

      
      “The general objects of this law [i.e., Bill 79],” Jefferson says, “are to provide
         an education adapted to the years, to the capacity, and the condition of every one,
         and directed to their freedom and happiness.”[47]  Educational reform is needed for the sort of participatory republicanism, where
         persons can conduct their own affairs, without the misguided intervention of meddlesome
         politicians. Thus, Jefferson’s republicanism literally entails educational reform
         in that a thriving republic needs an educated citizenry to ensure informed decision
         making on the election of suitable governors, detection and redress of political abuses,
         and enticement of some measure of voluntary political participation of all citizens.
      

      
      Religious Toleration

      
      Query XVII is an attempt to catalog the religions in Virginia. Here Jefferson quickly
         waxes normative, as he turns to several acts of Virginia’s legislature that aim at
         persons of various religious beliefs, other than Anglican. The rest of the query is
         normative and comprises several arguments for religious toleration.
      

      
      First, there is the argument from natural rights. Rulers, Jefferson states, have authority
         over natural rights only insofar as citizens allow rulers to have such authority.
         Yet citizens have never allowed rulers authority over rights of conscience, to which
         religious belief belongs. Consequently, rulers have no right to dictate religious
         beliefs.
      

      
      Second, there is the argument from noninjury. “The legitimate powers of government,”
         Jefferson says in a well-known passage, “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,
         or no god. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg.” Thus, since religious beliefs
         are a personal matter without political effects, governments ought to allow all persons
         to worship as they wish.
      

      
      Third, there is the lengthy argument from truth. There are numerous religions, of
         which only one, if any are true, can be true. The errors of the false religions, Jefferson
         says, can only be exposed by reason and free enquiry. Likewise will reason and free
         enquiry show the truth of the true religion.[48] 
      

      
      Acts of coercion, however, are designed to produce uniformity of belief, not truth,
         and uniformity of belief is no more desirable than is uniformity of face or stature.
         Coercion is a Procrustean bed, where the tall are lopped and the small are stretched
         to effect uniformity of size. Christians over the centuries have burnt, tortured,
         fined, and imprisoned millions of persons without producing uniformity. The effect
         has been merely “to make one half of the world fools, and the other half hypocrites.”[49] 
      

      
      The earth, Jefferson continues, is inhabited by some 1,000,000,000 people, and there
         are perhaps 1,000 different religions. If one among them is the right religion, if
         any is, adherents of that one will essay to convert the 999 different sects to truth.
         That cannot be done by force, as numbers here are overwhelmingly against force. Reason
         and persuasion are needed and, for reason and persuasion to effect change, there must
         be free enquiry.[50] 
      

      
      Finally, Jefferson appeals to experience. He shows that the experiment of religious
         toleration has been tried and has met with success. Pennsylvania and New York have
         long subsisted without any one established religion, and those states have flourished
         because of their lack of a state-sponsored religion. Here Jefferson considers and
         deals lightly with the possibility of damage done by a subversive religion to a state.
         In Pennsylvania and New York, he states roundly, sects that are subversive of morality
         and political order are merely “laughed out of doors.” Overall, those states have
         unparalleled harmony because of religious tolerance. He says, “They have made the
         happy discovery that the way to silence religious disputes is to take no notice of
         them.”[51] 
      

      
      Jefferson then asks for the experiment of religious toleration to be given fair play.[52]  The upshot is today well known.
      

      
      Overall, Jefferson’s view of religious toleration owes much to Locke’s Letter Concerning Toleration, in which Locke makes extensive transcriptions in personal notebooks. Jefferson argues
         for religious toleration because, following Locke, he feels that truth can come to
         the fore only when reason is unfettered by prejudice. Moreover, state sanctioning
         of particular religions has been tried over the centuries, and it has failed. Douglas
         Anderson sums the practical and normative dimensions on Jefferson’s position. “The
         ethical psychology shared by Locke and Jefferson taught that religious uniformity
         was unattainable on practical grounds and undesirable on moral ones, in view of the
         inherent limitations of human knowledge and the human will.”[53] 
      

      
      Husbandry

      
      Query XIX turns to the present state of manufactures, commerce, and interior and exterior
         trade. The introductory paragraph is descriptive but highly uninformative. Thereafter,
         Jefferson turns philosophical, and the topic of this normative vignette is husbandry—a
         topic I cover fully in a previous publication.[54] 
      

      
      European economists, he begins, have argued that every country should manufacture.
         That might be sensible for Europe, where land is sparse and people are plenty, but
         it does not seem sensible for America, where people are sparse and land is plenty.
         The abundance of land courts the industry of the husbandman.[55]  Should all American citizens, then, take to farming? If so, to what extent?
      

      
      Jefferson’s answer seems to be that most American citizens ought to be farmers. His
         argument is moral but has a political dimension. Husbandmen are the chosen people
         of God, he says. “Corruption of morals in the mass of cultivators is a phænomenon
         of which no age nor nation has furnished an example.” Moreover, husbandmen do not
         depend on the “casualties and caprice of customers”; they are independent. “Dependance
         [sic] begets subservience and venality, suffocates the germ of virtue, and prepares fit
         tools for the designs of ambition.” In short, a nation of husbandmen is politically
         stable because its citizens are independent and virtuous. The two concepts, for Jefferson,
         are inextricably linked. One can even measure the health of a state, he adds, by the
         number of its husbandmen in relation to nonhusbandmen.[56] 
      

      
      Jefferson’s preference for agriculture to manufacture is related to his abhorrence
         of large cities, which foster vice. Without manufacture, there will be “no mobs of
         great cities,” which are like sores on a strong body. The manners and spirit of a
         people are guarantors of its vitality. Husbandry, instilling a love of land, cultivates
         and preserves their manners and spirit.[57] 
      

      
      The tenor of this query is at odds with numerous other writings outside his Notes
            on Virginia in which Jefferson, perhaps grudgingly, makes significant
         concessions to manufacture.[58] Thus, it is difficult to believe here that Jefferson can be arguing for
         making America an agrarian nation, without any sort of manufacture—a ludicrous idea
         because it is an impossible scenario, in spite of Jefferson’s anticity
         sentiments.[59] I believe it is best to assume that Jefferson here is making an impassioned
         moral, political, and economic case for America to be a nation that is closest to
         nature
         and chiefly tied to the land.
      

      
      War

      
      A final vignette, worthy of some attention, is war—the topic of chapter 9—which Jefferson
         covers briefly in Query XXII. His focus is economics—viz., public income and public
         expenses.
      

      
      Jefferson makes the point that Virginia is capable of contributing one million
         dollars for worthwhile federal projects, such as a federal army and navy, paying off
         federal debt, clearing rivers, safeguarding ports, and opening roads. Yet a large
         standing army and navy are unneeded.[60] Instead, it should be America’s calling to seek out the kinship of every
         nation and effect open commerce with all, and war is inconsistent with that policy.
         The
         interests that prompt wars are nugatory, when contrasted with the expenses and gains.
         War is always Pyrrhic and foolish. It is best for Americans to look after their own
         fledgling country and not meddle in the affairs of others.
      

      
      
         Never was so much false arithmetic employed on any subject, as that which has been
            employed to persuade nations that it is their interest to go to war. Were the money
            which it has cost to gain, at the close of a long war, a little town, or a little
            territory, the right to cut wood here, or to catch fish there, expended in improving
            what they already possess, in making roads, opening rivers, building ports, improving
            the arts, and finding employment for their idle poor, it would render them much stronger,
            much wealthier and happier. This I hope is our wisdom.[61] 
         

         
      

      There is sobriety in Jefferson’s “arithmetic” that bespeaks a wisdom possessed by
         few presidents to the present day—President Jimmy Carter being a noteworthy exception.
      

      
      Upshot

      
      It is commonly and correctly observed that Jefferson exposed much of his philosophical
         muse in his Notes on Virginia, an operose work put together by an operose data collector and critical analyst. Nonetheless, apart from recognizing that, little scholarship has been done on the
         philosophical content of the book. This chapter has been a modest attempt to remedy
         that defect by identifying much of that philosophical content—his views on American
         Indians and African Americans are separate chapters in this collection—and placing
         Jefferson in a philosophical frame of some sort at the time of the composition of
         his only book.
      

      
      In keeping with the disdain of metaphysics in his day, Jefferson’s approach in his
         Notes on Virginia is implacably empiricist. His primary intentions are to give a descriptive account
         of the geography, climate, and people of his native state as well as the people’s
         customs, manners, and laws. For the most part, he accomplishes those tasks remarkably
         well for a preliminary account. Nonetheless, prompted no doubt by the urging of comments
         on the early manuscript, he cannot keep himself at times from a running commentary
         on the descriptive material as well as critical assessment of other issues, not prompted
         by Marbois’s queries.
      

      
      While describing the wondrous terrain, Jefferson appeals to the aesthetic sense and
         the notions of the sublime and the beautiful that nature invokes. Although the sublime
         leaves readers with the feeling of awe about America, the beautiful leaves readers
         with the feeling of calm and a sense of unlimited potential for the new country. America
         is a beau idéal. Jefferson’s beau idéal is, of course, an agrarian and moral ideal, where differences of religion are tolerated,
         some measure of education for the citizenry is encouraged, and the “accumulations”
         of war are discouraged through a plea that Americans aim at friendliness toward other
         nations and at as much self-sufficiency as is possible.
      

      
      At other times, critical commentary on some issue is merely interspersed, without
         warning and without relevance to the express topic. While describing the minerals
         and flora of Virginia, Jefferson strays to examine critically fossilized shells, bones
         of the mammoth, and the animals of America. Jefferson’s real target is Buffon and
         his notion of the inferiority of the American continent. Aided by a comparative table
         of animals of the two continents, Jefferson skillfully shows not only that American
         animals are not inferior to European animals, but also that Buffon’s assertion that
         heat is congenial to animal growth and health, while moisture is uncongenial, is more
         fancy than fact. Jefferson again betrays a debt to his three empiricists—Bacon especially.
      

      
      Overall, one must acknowledge, as does Austin Clark, the significance of the book
         for its day. Writes William Peden: “The Notes on Virginia is probably the most important
         scientific and political book written by an American before 1785; upon it much of
         Jefferson’s contemporary fame as a philosopher was based.”[62] “Measured by its influence, it was the most important scientific work
         published in America up to this time. It laid the foundation for Jefferson’s high
         contemporary reputation as a universal scholar, and for his enduring fame as a pioneer
         American scientific man.” [63]
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      Jefferson and Science

      
      
         “The general spread 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
            backs, nor a favored few booted and spurred, ready to ride them legitimately.” —TJ
            to Roger C. Weightman, 24 June 1826
         

         
      

      Writing to Dr. Caspar Wistar (21 June 1807) about the sorry state of medicine in their
         day, President Jefferson ends his letter by stating that his lengthy denunciation
         has given him a brief respite from the “dry & dreary waste of politics” and a brief
         indulgence in the “rich fields of nature,” where “I should have served as a volunteer,
         if left to my natural inclinations & partialities.” Near the end of his second term
         as president, Jefferson writes to Monsieur Lasteryrie (15 July 1810): “When retired
         to rural occupation, as I shall be ere long, I shall devote myself to occupations
         much more congenial with my inclinations than those to which I have been called by
         the character of the time into which my lot was cast.” To Pierre Samuel du Pont de
         Nemours (2 March 1809), he says just days before he is to retire from the presidency:
         “Nature intended me for the tranquil pursuits of science, by rendering them my supreme
         delight. But the enormities of the times in which I had lived, have forced me to take
         part in resisting them, and to commit myself on the boisterous ocean of political
         passions.”
      

      
      As the examples above illustrate, Jefferson was never shy about his passion for science
         and detestation of politics. That politics became his profession and science his avocation,
         he tells us in several places, was not due to choice, but to happenstance. Jefferson’s
         detestation of politics was due to an incongruity between his temperament, which was
         nonconfrontational and reserved, and the practice of politics, which was an odious
         and loutish profession at the time. Jefferson was a timid man who preferred polite
         conversation to heated argufying and whose disposition was intelligent, dispassionate,
         and self-possessed—much better suited for science than politics. Science came easily
         to Jefferson, writes Harlow Shapley. “He had caution and daring, inquisitiveness and
         a willingness to change his mind in the light of new facts as a result of further
         thought. What we would now call proper scientific methods appeared to be instinctive
         with him.”[1]     Politics—more of an art than a science, because wrangling, artifice, and bribery
         were often means to political objectives—was, as Jefferson stated, a “boisterous”
         profession. Wealth, birth, guile, and cheek generally carried the day. Advance of
         knowledge, characteristic of science, was an ancillary consideration. Science, in
         contrast, allowed for a fraternal relationship among its practitioners. “Like the
         republic of letters, [scientists] form a great fraternity spreading over the whole
         earth, and their correspondence is never interrupted by any civilized nation.”[2]    
      

      
      Though he was a practicing scientist of some distinction, Jefferson was a dilettante,
         though an impassioned one, more than a true scientist. Of that he was aware, as he
         frequently referred to himself as a “zealous amateur.”[3] Nonetheless, the contribution of this dilettante to science in the budding
         republic was enormous. More than any other politician of his stature in his day,
         Jefferson recognized the importance of the patronage and free practice of science
         in
         America. His ardent and indefatigable aegis of science throughout his life contributed
         much to the rapid growth of the nation. He is likely the single-most significant patron
         of the sciences of the political representatives of the early republic.
      

      
      Patron of the Sciences

      
      In his famous dialogue between the Head and Heart to Maria Cosway, Head tells Heart
         that the occasion for meeting the Cosways was observation of a “commodious plan”—a
         skylighted dome by the architects Legrand and Molinos, whom he visited.
      

      
      
         My visit to Legrand & Molinos had public utility for its object. A market is to be
            built in Richmond. What a commodious plan is that of Legrand & Molinos: especially
            if we put on it the noble dome of the Halle aux bleds. If such a bridge as they showed
            us can be thrown across the Schuykill at Philadelphia, the floating bridges taken
            up, and the navigation of that river opened, what a copious resource will be added,
            of wood and provisions, to warm and feed the poor of that city.[4]    
         

         
      

      The passage typifies Jefferson’s thinking and daily activities, which were foremost
         scientific, broadly construed.[5]    
      

      
      Jefferson’s obsession with science was a result of his obsession with observation,
         jotting down, learning, and scientific advance. In his Autobiography, he writes of how his Notes on Virginia came about. “I had always made it a practice whenever an opportunity occurred, of
         obtaining any information of our country, which might be of use to me in any station,
         public or private, to commit it to writing.”[6]     Lucia Stanton writes of Jefferson’s passion for economy and efficiency—manifestations
         of his scientific attitude, applied to everyday living.
      

      
      
         Jefferson pursued the improvement of the human condition as a passionate Baconian,
            gathering information with the aid of his watch, ruler, and scales. He applied his
            measuring mind to plantation projects in a search for economy and efficiency. He enveloped
            his unwieldy operations in the consoling security of mathematical truths . . . . His
            many monumental earth-moving projects, in particular, led to a lifetime of time-and-motion
            calculations . . . . At the same time that Jefferson applied a geometric grid of field
            boundaries to the irregular features of his mountain, he imposed Enlightenment ideals
            of economy and order on the people who lived there.[7]    
         

         
      

      Silvia Bedini says of Jefferson’s time in France: “He served, in actuality, as a sort
         of national information center, collecting news of achievements abroad and relaying
         them through his network of correspondents to others in the new republic. At the same
         time he kept his foreign correspondents informed of achievements being made at home.”[8]     He became a scientific correspondent to the presidents of the College of William
         and Mary, Harvard, and Yale.[9]     Edward Martin writes of Jefferson’s passion to know. “His insatiable thirst for
         knowledge was often a sufficient stimulus alone to awaken his enthusiasm and arouse
         him to action.” He adds, “Perception of immediate utility in a principle, discovery,
         or invention gave the greatest of pleasure to Jefferson.”[10]    
      

      
      In botany, for instance, Jefferson devised a classificatory scheme for flora. He
         divided trees, plants, fruits, and vegetables in four classes: the medicinal, the
         esculent, the ornamental, and those useful for fabrication. He constantly sought more
         efficient means of sewing and reaping crops. He experimented with crop rotation,
         improved corn grains, searched for a method for training grape vines, improved the
         plow
         moldboard[11] (“a good instrument of this kind is almost the greatest desideratum in
         husbandry”[12]), introduced contour plowing for hilly lands to prevent soil erosion, and
         introduced a new rice mill, a Carolina drill (to sow four rows, not one row, of wheat
         at
         a twelve-inch distance), a Scotch threshing machine, a wind-powered saw mill, and
         a
         one-horse-powered hemp break (to do the work of ten men). He also introduced several
         new
         plants to America—seeds of Malta grass, cork-oak acorns, and rice to South Carolina
         and
         olive trees into southern states.[13] Besides his improved plow moldboard, his extant sketches indicate that he
         tinkered with inventions of machines for shelling corn, an apple press, and a cider
         mill. Finally, he shared records of his successes and failures over the years with
         fellow farmers and others of scientific societies. As Robert Shalhope states, “This
         scheme represented Jefferson’s mature thought on agriculture and typified his approach
         to farming: detailed observations, trial and error, and a constant exchange of
         information.”[14]
         
      

      
      While in the service of his country, he standardized the monetary system in 1784 and
         gave us roughly the monetary system we now have. Here he proposed to make the silver
         dollar the unit of payment and to use the decimal system around it. In addition to
         the one-dollar silver piece, there would be a ten-dollar gold piece, a ten-cent silver
         piece, and a one-cent copper piece. In 1790, he, as secretary of state, proposed a
         plan for establishing uniformity in coinage, weights, and measures. He began with
         the problem of finding something invariant by which to measure all other things variant.
         Following Newton’s lead, he proposed to use the swing of the pendulum’s arm of 19.149
         to be the measure. His proposal was not adopted, perhaps because it was misunderstood.
         He also, that year, put forth a patent law for “any useful art, manufacture, engine,
         or device, or any improvement thereon not before known.”   The law stimulated American
         genius, and patents were given at a rate that far exceeded Jefferson’s expectations.[15]    
      

      
      Jefferson was abundantly interested in meteorological phenomena. Since 1776 and carried
         on for some fifty years,[16]     Jefferson took or had taken for him meticulous recordings of weather in Williamsburg
         and at Monticello. Jefferson writes of his method:
      

      
      
         My method is to make two observations a day, the one as early as possible in the morning,
            the other from 3. to 4. aclock [sic], because I have found 4. aclock the hottest and day light the coldest point of the
            24. hours. I state them in an ivory pocket book in the following form, and copy them
            out once a week. The 1st. column is the day of the month. The 2d. the thermometer
            in the morning. The 4th. do. in the evening. The 3d. the weather in the morning. The
            5th do. in the afternoon. The 6th is for miscellanies, such as the appearance of birds,
            leafing and flowering of trees, frosts remarkeably [sic] late or early, Aurora borealis, &c. In the 3d. and 5th. columns, a, is after: c, cloudy: f, fair: h, hail: r, rain: s, snow. Thus c   a r h s means, cloudy after rain, hail and snow. Whenever it has rained, hailed or snowed
            between two observations I note it thus, f a r (i.e., fair after rain), c a s (cloudy after snow &c.) otherwise the falling weather would escape notation. I distinguish
            weather into fair or cloudy, according as the sky is more or less than half covered
            with clouds.[17]    
         

         
      

      On July 4 of 1776, Jefferson recorded that he had purchased two weather instruments
         and entered four temperature readings into his records.[18]     Moreover, prior to their expedition to explore the western part of the New World,
         he bid Lewis and Clark to record meteorological phenomena—temperature, rainfall, cloudiness,
         lightning, hail, snow, ice, onset and recess of frost, and type and season of winds—as
         well as items meteorologically linked—dates of budding of flora and times of appearance
         of birds, reptiles, and insects.[19]    
      

      
      As president, he kept caged grizzly bears on the White House lawn and had a nightingale
         that would eat seeds from his mouth.[20]     What is now the East Room of the White House was Jefferson’s study, which was
         adorned with maps, globes, charts, and books and in which he kept gardening and carpentry
         tools as well as numerous paleontological artifacts.[21]    
      

      
      Jefferson also tinkered with “inventions” for ease of his own daily undertakings.
         He created an ivory-leafed notebook in which to pencil observations while he traveled,
         glasses with interchangeable lenses, a portable music stand, a lap desk for writing
         while traveling, a swivel chair, an adjustable bookcase, and a cipher wheel for masking
         certain information in letters, inter alia.[22]     He invented a greatly improved moldboard for a plow—an invention that he refused
         to patent, because he wished it to be serviceable to his fellow men. The moldboard
         met with the approbation of everyone to whom it was introduced, and he received a
         gold medal from France for it.
      

      
      Jefferson was also greatly interested in the inventions of others that could prove
         useful. He purchased a polygraph machine for duplicating important writings. As did
         many others of his time, he took a lively interest in hot-air or hydrogen-filled balloons
         and even speculated on their practicality. He also supported David Bushnell’s “excellently
         contrived” submarine as well as Watt and Boulton’s steam-powered gristmill.[23]     
      

      
      Though Jefferson had diverse scientific interests or leanings, which he practiced
         daily, it would be a mistake to categorize him as a full-fledged scientist, even by
         the measure of the science of his day. His political offices and engagements just
         did not allow for that. Moreover, he recognized that he, inclinations aside, could
         be of greatest service in the advance of American science and American culture—he
         did not think the two were independent concerns—as a politician that championed science,
         instead of a scientist. The progressive element of his republicanism, in fact, demanded
         aegis and advance of science.
      

      
      Thus, Jefferson’s great contribution to scientific advance came not as a scientist
         but as a patron of the sciences. He was keenly interested in advancing science in
         America, especially because he recognized the backwardness of most allochthonous
         Americans—especially his fellow Virginians—and wished his fledgling country, with
         its
         superabundance of arable land and other resources, to rival and exceed Europe in time.
         His battle was uphill, in that few persons were in any position to devote themselves
         fully to science and that few resources were available for its practice.[24]
         
      

      
      Jefferson realized there was urgent need for American scientists to explore the New
         World and to categorize its biota and analyze its resources. “The Botany of America
         is far from being exhausted,” he writes to Joseph Willard (24 March 1789); “its Mineralogy
         is untouched, and its Natural History or Zoology, totally mistaken and misrepresented.”
         As illustration, leaving aside domesticated animals, he notes there seems to be “not
         one single species of birds common to Europe and America.”
      

      
      One consequence of his recognition of the need for scientific advance in America is
         that he corresponded with some of the foremost scientists of his day—for example,
         physicians Benjamin Rush, Vine Utley, and Philip Turpin, botanists John Bartram, William
         Bartram, and Benjamin Barton, naturalist Alexander von Humboldt, anatomist Caspar
         Wistar, chemist Joseph Priestley, physiologist Pierre J. G. Cabanis, immunologist
         Edward Jenner, physicists Benjamin Franklin and Benjamin Thompson, astronomer David
         Rittenhouse, chemist Pierre Samuel du Pont de Nemours, ornithologist Alexander Wilson,
         and agriculturalist Sir John Sinclair. He also became a member of the American Philosophical
         Society in 1780 and served as its president in 1797—a service he rendered until January
         of 1815. As a member of the APS, he had several publications in their Transactions during his tenure.[25]    
      

      
      Science in Jefferson’s Day

      
      To Reverend James Madison (19 July 1788), Jefferson writes of the “crumbs of science”
         on which he is subsisting in Paris and, in doing so, reveals much about his scientific
         attitude and the optimism undergirding it. He speaks of William Herschel’s wildly
         speculative theories and then turns to Igenhouse’s early hypothesis concerning electricity,
         light, and plant growth. Igenhouse, he writes, once believed that light or electricity
         stimulated plant growth by providing nutriment in fluidlike fashion to plants. That
         hypothesis he adjudges questionable and in need of unambiguous confirmation through
         unequivocal observations. “It is always better to have no ideas, than false ones;
         to believe nothing, than to believe what is wrong.” He sums, “[T]heories are more
         easily demolished than rebuilt.” Later in the same letter, he considers both Newton’s
         theory of rainbows and that of a certain Abbé in Paris. Neither person’s view is tenable,
         he concludes, but we are still gainers, though ignorant. “The result is, that we are
         wiser than we were, by having an error the less in our catalogue; but the blank occasioned
         by it, must remain for some happier hypothesist to fill up.”
      

      
      As the letter to Reverend Madison suggests, to be a scientist for Jefferson was to
         be consistently committed to an empirical attitude toward the world around him—that
         is, to be able to abandon or revise one’s hypotheses in light of new evidence. Jefferson—qua
         architect, lawyer, farmer, inventor, astronomer, politician, classicist, anthropologist,
         musician, surveyor, philologist, naturalist, and economist—was intimately involved
         in the world around him and a consummate empirical investigator of it.[26]     As an empiricist in the manner of Bacon and Newton, he was constantly in the
         business of framing hypotheses from all scientific disciplines, testing them against
         data, and essaying to subsume them, when confirmed, under more general and well-corroborated
         hypotheses.
      

      
      Jefferson’s Notes on Virginia offers numerous instances of his empiricism. In Query XV, for instance, he considers
         the argument that houses of brick or stone are insalubrious, because of the dew that
         forms on the inner brick or stone when raining outside. He entertains the hypothesis
         that the brick or stone allows the rain to penetrate inside the house. He considers
         four facts. First, dew forms when there is no rain outside, but it is merely humid.
         Second, dew forms on the partition as well as on the walls. Third, dew forms on pavements
         of brick or stone. Finally and most troublesome for the hypothesis, the quantity of
         dew observed is in proportion to the thickness of the walls. Pour cold water into
         a vessel of stone or glass and dew forms instantly on the outside. Pour cold water
         into a vessel of wood and dew does not form. Thus, the water that has precipitated
         outside the vessel of stone or glass is from the ambient air. If that moist air is
         deemed insalubrious, a small fire kindled in the room minifies the moisture.[27]    
      

      
      In short, Jefferson was always engaged in varied scientific experiments of one sort
         or another—whether they concerned the viability of the American whaling industry,
         testing foreign crops in American soils, establishing an isochronic pendulum to be
         used as the standard of measurement, or assessing the moral and rational faculties
         of Native Americans and African Americans. Scientific knowledge, for Jefferson, was
         to be gained not through introspection or reflection, but instead by hard-fought empirical
         advances—viz., from the ground up. “A patient pursuit of facts, and cautious combination
         and comparison of them,” Jefferson writes in a footnote to his Notes on Virginia, “is the drudgery to which man is subjected by his Maker, if he wishes to attain sure
         knowledge.”[28]     Being a ground-up enterprise, science begins with sensory data.
      

      
      That conception of Jeffersonian science is too narrow. Science, for Jefferson, was
         considerably broader. A letter to Peter Carr illustrates. Jefferson says there are
         roughly two classes of people—the laborers and the learned. The laborers are farmers
         or those who involve themselves in some sort of handicraft art. The learned, “destined
         to the pursuits of science,” proceed to the college, consisting of general schools,
         and then to professional schools. At the general schools, all the “useful sciences”—that
         is, those “not rigorously scientific, indeed, but sufficiently so for our purposes”—can
         be subsumed under “language” (languages and history, grammar, belles lettres, and
         rhetoric and oratory), “mathematics” (pure mathematics, physico-mathematics, physics,
         chemistry, natural history, botany, zoology, anatomy, and medicine), and “philosophy”
         (ideology, ethics, law of nature and nations, government, and political economy).[29]     Science, for Jefferson, was linked with knowing—scio, being the Latin verb for “I know,” and scientia, being the Latin noun for “knowledge,” “science,” or “craft”—but with an applied twist.
         Jefferson was a deep-dyed practicalist.
      

      
      What made science possible for Jefferson was, at base, his belief that the universe
         was rationally ordered and, thus, knowable. In that, he was a progeny of the ancient
         Greeks, for whom the world itself became an object of rational investigation. The
         Greek
         word kosmos means “order,” “good behavior,” “good government,” or “regularity,”
         among other things—each indicative of a structured pattern, which is capable of rational
         investigation. 
      

      
      Committed to rational investigation of the universe and its parts, Jefferson was acutely
         aware of the numerous advances of science in his day and thought himself, both as
         scientist and especially as patron, to be participating in them, insofar as his talents
         and varied political positions would allow.
      

      
      The following sections contain selections from varied writings on some of the most
         important—that is, “useful”—sciences for Jefferson. I use Jefferson classification
         of the sciences from his “Report of the Commissioners for the University of Virginia.”[30]    
      

      
      Botany

      
      In a memorandum that has come to be known as “Services to My Country,” Jefferson lists
         the most significant things he has done for America. “The greatest service which can
         be rendered any country is,” he says toward the end of his list, “to add an useful
         plant to its culture; especially, a bread grain; next in value to bread is oil.” Similarly,
         to Alexander Giroud (22 May 1797), he says, “One service of this kind rendered to
         a nation is worth more to them than all the victories of the most splendid pages of
         their history, and becomes a source of exalted pleasure to those who have been instrumental
         to it.”
      

      
      In “Travelling Notes for Mr. Rutledge and Mr. Shippen,” Jefferson lists, presumably
         in order of importance, his eight “objects of attention for Americans” who are abroad.
         He begins with agriculture. “Everything belonging to this art, and whatever has a
         near relation to it. Useful or agreeable animals which might be transported to America.
         Species of plants for the farmer’s garden, according to the climate of the different
         states.”[31]    
      

      
      Botany was especially important to a gentleman of the country. “No country gentleman
         should be without what amuses every step he takes into his fields,” he writes to John
         Cooper (7 October 1814). Only by understanding the productions of nature can one can
         stroll her fields with pleasure, not disquiet.
      

      
      To John Hollins (19 February 1809), Jefferson mentions importation of a spinning jenny
         for wool, cotton, and flax. He writes of exportation of May wheat from Virginia to
         England and perennial succor to England as well as importation of a Swedish turnip.
         There is a fraternal correspondence, he adds, between scientific societies for the
         sake of global utility.
      

      
      
         I mention these things, to shew the nature of the correspondence which is carried
            on between societies instituted for the benevolent purpose of communicating to all
            parts of the world whatever useful is discovered in any one of them. These societies
            are always at peace, however their nations may be at war. Like the republic of letters,
            they form a great fraternity spreading over the whole earth, and their correspondence
            is never interrupted by any civilized nation.
         

         
      

      To Benjamin Hawkins (1 April 1792), Jefferson sends about one dozen red-flowering
         beans and mentions his frustration concerning his incapacity to obtain the Caracalla
         bean, “the most beautiful bean in the world.” Coonen and Porter write of an obsession
         with seeds. Overall, he introduced almond, breadfruit, broccoli, cauliflower, coffee,
         fig, Jerusalem artichoke and wheat, kale, lima bean, melons, olives, peach, Siberian
         barley, and Spanish broom into America with varied success.[32]    
      

      
      Botany Jefferson links with zoology. As did most of his learning, his knowledge of
         botany—among “the most valuable sciences”—came principally from books, though he was
         perhaps more active in this science than in any other. In time, his collection of
         botanical books was one of the best in America.[33]    
      

      
      Rodney True mentions Jefferson’s attempt to transplant the University of Geneva to
         a place near Washington to be called the National University of America. In botany,
         faculty members Theodor de Saussure and Jean Senebier were preeminent researchers
         in the fields of respiration and photosynthesis. Had the transplantation materialized
         and had Saussure and Senebier agreed to remove to the new university, it would have
         proven a triumph for American botany.[34]    
      

      
      True gives this assessment of Jefferson as botanist. “The relation of Jefferson to
         science and botany in particular up to the time of his first presidency had been essentially
         that of a keenly interested and a very intelligent amateur.” At times, Jefferson did
         put forth his own botanical views. At other times, he anticipated the views of professionals.
         At still other times, he functioned as an intermediary between professionals.[35]    
      

      
      His greatest contribution, however, came as presidential patron of botanical research
         during the Lewis and Clark expedition. Jefferson wrote to Meriwether Lewis (20 June
         1803), “The object of your mission is to explore the Missouri river, & such principal
         stream of it, as by it’s course and communication with the Pacific Ocean, whether
         the Columbia, Oregon, Colorado or any other river, may offer the most direct & practicable
         water communication across this continent, for the purposes of commerce.” There were,
         of course, numerous other important objectives,[36]     of which botanical research was one. True sums: “Jefferson inspired and sustained
         this famous enterprise, determined its course and in the end, outliving all others
         who had a scientific interest in the enterprise, secured the benefits of its results
         to the country. Viewed broadly, this expedition was perhaps Jefferson’s greatest contribution
         to science in general and to botany in particular.”[37]     During the expedition, the explorers collected numerous seeds, which were distributed
         mostly to Bernard McMahon, a Philadelphia botanist, and William Hamilton, owner of
         the Philadelphia gardens “The Woodlands.”[38]     Some he kept for himself for use in his own gardens.[39]    
      

      
      Apropos of botanical classification, Jefferson was a committed nominalist. Responding
         to a letter from Dr. John Manners (22 February 1814) on classification, Jefferson
         replies famously: “Nature, has, in truth, produced units only through all her works.
         Classes, orders, genera, species are not of her work.” No two living things, not even
         two of their parts, are exactly alike. What applies to living things applies also
         to inorganic things. “[N]o two particles of matter are of exact resemblance.” Thus,
         Jefferson’s purchase of Linnaeus’s scheme of biotic classification was one of mere
         practicality.
      

      
      Finally, at the University of Virginia, Jefferson had a six-acre plot set aside for
         a botanical garden. He requested Dr. John Patten Emmett to establish a list of botanical
         items for the garden so that Jefferson might begin arrangements for procuring the
         plants.[40]    
      

      
      History

      
      Under the rubric of “government,” Jefferson lists political economy, law of nature
         and nations, and history. For Jefferson, history, the exclusive topic of this section,
         occupies an especial place in each person’s education and intellectual and moral maturation.
      

      
      In Query XIV of his Notes on Virginia, Jefferson says that ward-school
         education ought to begin with history, not the Bible. “Instead . . . of putting the
         Bible and Testament into the hands of the children, at an age when their judgments
         are
         not sufficiently matured for religious enquiries, their memories may here be stored
         with
         the most useful facts from Grecian, Roman, European and American history.”[41] Here the “first elements of morality” might be inculcated, through showing
         that good conscience, good health, good occupation, and “freedom in all just pursuits”
         trump over the condition of life in which chance has placed one.[42]
         
      

      
      Jefferson advises his grandson, Thomas Mann Randolph (27 August 1786), to study original
         historians, not compilers. “An author who writes of his own times or of times near
         his own presents in his own ideas & manners the best picture of the moment of which
         he writes.”
      

      
      To John Norvell (14 June 1807), Jefferson suggests that history’s principal role is
         not descriptive, but normative. “History, in general, only informs us what bad government
         is.” Knowledge of British history can prove a useful tool for American politicians.
         He then writes of Hume’s corruption of history—corruption because it is written as
         Tory history[43]    —and Baxter’s “republicanised” revision of Hume.[44]    
      

      
      
         [Baxter] has taken the text of Hume as his ground work, abridging it by the omission
            of some details of little interest, and wherever he has found him endeavoring to mislead,
            by either the suppression of a truth or by giving it a false coloring, he has changed
            the text to what it should be, so that we may properly call it Hume’s history republicanised.
         

         
      

      The letter goes instantly and naturally—naturally, because the news of the day provides
         the resources for historians of tomorrow—to the topic of the free presses of Jefferson’s
         day. A “free” press meant allowance for editors of a newspaper or newsletter to print
         whatever they deemed newsworthy, irrespective of veridicality, and what was generally
         deemed newsworthy was scandalously false or misleadingly colored by falsehoods. Jefferson
         says his preference would be for “restraining [the presses] to true facts & sound
         principles only.” The suggestion is that he is opting for a certain amount of propaganda
         beyond the truth. He is not. He is campaigning for integrity of reporting within the
         confines of a free press. As things stood, Jefferson believed that truth was put into
         a “political vehicle.” General facts were weaved into a tapestry of fables, whose
         details were lies. He sums the sorry state of reporting at the time, “Defamation is
         becoming a necessary of life; insomuch, that a dish of tea in the morning or evening
         cannot be digested without this stimulant.”
      

      
      Mathematics, Pure

      
      To William Green Munford (18 June 1799), Jefferson responds to his interlocutor’s
         query about the pursuit of mathematics. Munford has just finished studying the first
         six books of Euclid, plane trigonometry, surveying, and algebra and wishes to have
         Jefferson’s opinion on the mathematics. “There are some propositions in the latter
         books of Euclid, & some of Archimedes, which are useful, & I have no doubt you have
         been made acquainted with them. Trigonometry, so far as this, is most valuable to
         every man. There is scarcely a day in which he will not resort to it for some of the
         purposes of common life.” He then warns against too much math, which proves itself
         to be a “delicious luxury,” but one de trop for someone that must work for subsistence.
      

      
      As the letter to Munford indicates, pure mathematics—which covered algebra, fluxions,
         elementary and transcendental geometry, and military and naval architecture—was construed
         by Jefferson to be a luxury. Transcendental geometry covers the study of projectiles
         and is of utmost use in the military art. Military architecture covers the study of
         fortification.
      

      
      Mathematics, Applied

      
      Applied mathematics, called “physico-mathematics,” comprises mechanics, statics, dynamics,
         pneumatics, acoustics, optics, astronomy, and geography. I cover only geography below.
      

      
      Jefferson expatiates little on geography qua science in his writings, but he was no
         pococurante of the discipline. He considers geography a vital discipline—especially
         for a fledgling country with much unexplored land with resources unknown. The first
         seven queries of his Notes on Virginia are a valuable contribution to the geography of Virginia. In his educative writings,
         he advocated study of general (i.e., local) geography for ward education and broader
         and more detailed geographical study for college- and university-level education.[45]    
      

      
      To Captain Peyrouse (3 July 1803), he writes of the importance of geographical knowledge
         for the possibility of western expansion—a lifelong vision of Jefferson.
      

      
      
         You know that the geography of the Missouri and the most convenient water communication
            from the head of that to the Pacific ocean is a desideratum not yet satisfied. Since
            coming to the administration of the U.S. I have taken the earliest opportunity in
            my power to have that communication explored, and Capt. Lewis with a party of twelve
            or fifteen men is authorized to do it. His journey being merely literary, to inform
            us of the geography & natural history of the country.
         

         
      

      In an instructorial letter to Captain Meriwether Lewis (20 June 1803) just prior to
         his expedition, Jefferson tells the captain to begin at the mouth of the Missouri
         River and then “take observations of altitude and longitude at all remarkable points
         on the river, & especially at the mouths of rivers, at rapids, at island & other places
         & objects distinguished by such natural marks & characters of a durable kind, as that
         they may with certainty be recognized hereafter.” He enjoins Lewis to find “interesting
         points of portage” between the Missouri and those waterways that allow for “best communication
         with the Pacific Ocean.” In his sixth annual presidential message, Jefferson says
         that Lewis and Clark’s expedition westward was an unqualified success.
      

      
      
         The expedition of Messrs. Lewis and Clark, for exploring the river Missouri, and the
            best communication from that to the Pacific ocean, has had all the success which could
            have been expected. They have traced the Missouri nearly to its source, descended
            the Columbia to the Pacific ocean, ascertained with accuracy the geography of that
            interesting communication across our continent, learned the character of the country,
            of its commerce, and inhabitants; and it is but justice to say that Messrs. Lewis
            and Clark, and their brave companions, have by this arduous service deserved well
            of their country.
         

         
      

      In the same address, he also mentions the exploratory expedition of the Red River
         by Freeman, which met with partial success, and that of the Mississippi by Zebulon
         Pike, who ascended to its source and charted out the land around the river.[46]    
      

      
      Moreover, Jefferson believes that one ultimately must know the geography of a people
         to know the people. In a reply to Démeunier titled “Answers to Démeunier’s First Queries,”
         Jefferson asks why Rhode Islanders are so contrarian. It is because of their geography,
         he replies. He explains plainly. Husbandmen, in possession of amor patriae and residing inland, are the most virtuous citizens; merchants, in possession of
         the least amor patriae and residing principally in seaport towns, are the least virtuous. Rhode Island is
         a seaport state and, in consequence, “there is not a single man in Rhode island who
         is not a merchant of some sort.” The land, some 1,000 square miles, is “laid out in
         grass farms almost entirely.”[47]     Consequently, there is a wholesale neglect of husbandry, which invests citizens
         in their land.
      

      
      Jefferson also did considerable work in surveying, mapping, meteorology, and climatology.[48]    
      

      
      George Thomas Surface offers this assessment of Jefferson as geographer. “Since his
         interest was greatest on the economic side, and since his study of regions was with
         reference to their potential possibilities, we believe that in the economic interpretation
         of geography, Jefferson as a student, was in advance of any American contemporary.”[49]    
      

      
      Medicine

      
      Medicine, the topic of this section, Jefferson ties to anatomy.

      
      Throughout his life, Jefferson harbored a deep mistrust of medical practices, like
         bleeding,[50]     and the majority of unproven medicines, and a deep appreciation for the capacities
         of nature, if left to itself, to heal human illness. For instance, he advised his
         daughter Martha (6 December 1792), when his granddaughter Anne was seriously ill,
         not “to destroy the powers of her stomach with medicine.” He adds, “Nature alone can
         re-establish infant-organs only taking care that the efforts be not thwarted by any
         imprudencies of diet.”[51]    
      

      
      To William Green Munford (8 June 1799), Jefferson writes of the deplorable state of
         medicine at his time.
      

      
      
         The state of medicine is worse than that of total ignorance. Could we divest ourselves
            of every thing we suppose we know in it, we should start from a higher ground & with
            fairer prospects. From Hippocrates to Brown we have had nothing but a succession of
            hypothetical systems each having it’s day of vogue, like the fashions & fancies of
            caps & gowns, & yielding in turn to the next caprices. Yet the human frame, which
            is to be the subject of suffering & torture under these learned modes, does not change.
            We have a few medecines [sic], as the bark, opium, mercury, which in a few well defined diseases are of unquestionable
            virtue: but the residuary list of the materia medica, long as it is, contains but
            the charlataneries of the art; and of the diseases of doubtful form, physicians have
            ever had a false knowledge, worse than ignorance.
         

         
      

      His distrust stems from the gross tendency of physicians to incline toward theory,
         not experience—a tension that goes back to Hippocratic medicine.[52]    
      

      
      One of Jefferson’s most vitriolic assaults on medicine is in a letter to Dr. Caspar
         Wistar (21 June 1807). He begins by asserting sensibly that the human body “in it’s
         organs and functions” is subject to debilitation. “In this disordered state, we observe
         nature providing for the re-establishment of order, by exciting some salutary evacuation
         of the morbific matter, or by some other operation which escapes our imperfect senses
         and researches.” In short, nature is generally the best physician.
      

      
      Yet centuries of experience, Jefferson goes on to say, have shown that certain substances
         or procedures—emetics, purgatives, bleeding, Peruvian bark, mercury, opium, among
         other things—restore health in a shorter time than does nature.[53]     However, they work only for well-defined forms of disease.
      

      
      The disorders of the human body, Jefferson adds, are as varied as are the elements
         of the body. Often symptoms are combined so intricately that no definite disease can
         be identified. “[T]o an unknown disease, there cannot be a known remedy,” and a wise
         practitioner would stop there and defer to nature. It is better to defer to nature
         than to “hazard the interruption of that, and a greater derangement of the system,
         by conjectural experiments on a machine so complicated & so unknown as the human body,
         & a subject so sacred as human life.”
      

      
      Jefferson concedes that part of a physician’s task is to “keep alive the hope & spirits
         of the patient.” Yet when a disease is unknown, a physician’s actions ought to be
         “innocent,” not haphazard. He adds that one of the most successful physicians that
         he has known cured more through pills of bread, drops of colored water, and powders
         of hickory ashes—that is, through placebos—than “all the medicines put together.”
         He paints a picture of a physician’s pretence of knowing, through neglect of induction,
         by means of hasty categorization of ambiguous symptoms into families of diseases that
         have no basis in observation.
      

      
      
         But the adventurous physician goes on, & substitutes presumption for knolege [sic]. From the scanty field of what is known, he launches into the boundless region of
            what is unknown. He establishes for his guide some fanciful theory of corpuscular
            attraction, of chemical agency, of mechanical powers, of stimuli, of irritability
            accumulated or exhausted, of depletion by the lancet & repletion by mercury, or some
            other ingenious dream, which lets him into all nature’s secrets at short hand. On
            the principle which he thus assumes, he forms his table of nosology, arrays his diseases
            into families, and extends his curative treatment, by analogy, to all the cases he
            has thus arbitrarily marshaled together.
         

         
      

      It is especially the youthful, adventurous practitioner that concerns Jefferson. “I
         believe . . . that the inexperienced & presumptuous band of medical tyros let loose
         upon the world, destroys more of human life in one year, than all the Robinhoods,
         Cartouches, & Macheaths do in a century.” He adds that he wishes to see hypotheses
         abandoned for “sober facts” and, consequently, the “first degree of value set on clinical
         observation, and the lowest on visionary theories.” The youthful practitioner, when
         a patient’s debilitation goes beyond his capacities in his art, must defer to nature
         and be a quiet spectator.
      

      
      Jefferson’s mistrust, it must be acknowledged, must be taken cum grano salis. When Dr. Benjamin Waterhouse appealed to Jefferson, as vice president, to help develop
         his program for vaccination in America, Jefferson obliged and turned over the matter
         to Dr. Edward Gantt. Jefferson had vaccinated six members of his own family and some
         seventy-five members of his household.[54]    
      

      
      Natural Philosophy

      
      Natural philosophy is the study of the “physical objects of our senses.” It comprises
         chemistry, which “is meant, with its other usual branches, to comprehend the theory
         of agriculture,” and mineralogy, which “embrace[s] what is real in geology.”[55]     I cover both chemistry and mineralogy below.
      

      
      In 1808, he says to Thomas Jefferson Randolph (November 24) that chemistry is ideal
         for a city dweller, because it can be practiced “in his cabinet,” but botany and natural
         history are preferable for a country gentleman. Not much more than one month later,
         he tells his grandson that if he is to neglect any subject of study, let it be chemistry,
         as it is “the least useful and least amusing to a country gentleman.”[56]    
      

      
      Years earlier in a letter to Reverend James Madison (19 July 1788), Jefferson mentions
         Buffon’s low opinion of chemistry in a letter to Madison and rebukes him for it. Buffon
         thinks chemistry can be likened to cookery, and the labors of the chemist are comparable
         to the labors of a cook. Jefferson disagrees.
      

      
      
         I think it, on the contrary, among the most useful of sciences, and big with future
            discoveries for the utility and safety of the human race. It is yet indeed a mere
            embryon. Its principles are contested; experiments seem contradictory; their subjects
            are so minute as to escape our senses; and their result too fallacious to satisfy
            the mind. It is probably an age too soon, to propose the establishment of a system.
         

         
      

      His opinion on the usefulness of chemistry, though an embryonic science, has apparently
         changed.
      

      
      Jefferson thought chemistry was a massively inchoate science. Though it was inchoate,
         it was potentially very significant, as it was in the service of agriculture.
      

      
      Mineralogy is the science of “what is real in geology”[57]     and what is real in it is natural history or what is better known as paleontology.
      

      
      Jefferson took a keen interest, upon retirement from governorship of Virginia and
         prior to his trip to France, in natural history. He had samples of teeth and bones
         of mastodons from Big Bone Lick in Kentucky sent to him for his inspection. Jefferson
         speaks of the animal in his Notes on Virginia. It lacked incisors,[58]     and thereby resembled a hippopotamus, and had huge tusks, and thereby resembled
         an elephant. In any event, it was many times larger than either animal. Jefferson
         settled on the notion of an animal that resembled an elephant “in tusks and general
         anatomy,” but was in other respects remarkably different. Clinging to the notion of
         an efficient creator, he believed at the time that the elephantine animal likely still
         existed in an extremely cold climate, somewhere west.[59]    
      

      
      Years later, Jefferson received bones from an extinct ground sloth, found in what
         is now West Virginia. Impressed by the size of its extant claws, Jefferson named the
         animal “Megalonyx” (Great Claw) and judged it, in an address to the American Philosophical
         Society in 1797, to be a carnivore in the “family of lion, tiger, panther” on account
         of its huge claws. In terms of its bone structure, the animal was roughly twice the
         linear size of a lion, which made it roughly double the body volume and put it at
         roughly 800 pounds. By the publication of his address two years later, Jefferson had
         doubts about the leonine nature of the animal, to which he then referred as a “very
         large animal of the clawed kind.”[60]    
      

      
      Because of his commitment to one great creation and the economy of the creator, Jefferson
         tended to believe in the continued existence of the fossilized creatures, not in their
         extinction. He writes in his published paper: “The movements of nature are in a never
         ending circle. The animal species which has once been put into a train of motion,
         is still probably moving in that train. For if one link in nature’s chain might be
         lost, another and another might be lost, till this whole system of things should vanish
         by piece-meal; a conclusion not warranted by the local disappearance of one or two
         species of animals, and opposed by the thousands and thousands of instances of the
         renovating power constantly exercised by nature for the reproduction of all her subjects,
         animal, vegetable, and mineral.”[61]    
      

      
      As Coonen and Porter note, “Extinction carried with it the implication that American
         nature was unable to sustain the [Megalonyx]” and, thus, was inferior to that of Europe.[62]     He did concede the possibility of man-made extinction, especially in the populations
         of larger animals, which were necessarily smaller by nature. “If lions and tygers
         [sic] multiplied as rabbits do, or eagles as pigeons, all other animal nature would have
         been long ago destroyed, and themselves would have ultimately extinguished after eating
         but their pasture.”[63]     Their numbers smaller, extinction through hunting by American Indians was a possibility.
         Advances in natural history over time, however, showed him that extinction by nature
         was genuine. In 1823, he writes to John Adams (April 11) of a mysterious “restoring
         power” of the creator that presumably allows for regeneration of extinct creatures
         or the generation of new ones.
      

      
      Overall, the verdict of paleontologist C. Edward Quinn is that Jefferson cannot be
         considered America’s first paleontologist. Nonetheless, he supported both the discipline
         and prominent natural historians, sponsored the scientific method, gave succor to
         the American Philosophical Society, and was importantly responsible for creation of
         a political climate in the newly forming country that was congenial to science.[64]    
      

      
      Science and Progress

      
      Aegis of science, for Jefferson, was also aegis of progressivism. Jefferson esteemed
         the advances of hardworking, operose scientists—and for him, as noted, the term was
         much broader than it is for us today—to be much greater than of political wranglers,
         on whom the influence of conservatism was indeed greater.
      

      
      In a letter to Elbridge Gerry (16 January 1799), Jefferson lists his “political faith”
         as a means of softening the blows of past calumniators and parrying the blows of future
         ones.
      

      
      
         I am for encouraging the progress of science in all its branches; and not for raising
            a hue and cry against the sacred name of philosophy; for awing the human mind by stories
            of raw head and bloody bones to a distrust of its own vision, and to repose implicitly
            on that of others; to go backward instead of forward, to look for improvement; to
            believe that government, religion, morality, and every other science were in the highest
            perfection in the ages of darkest ignorance and that nothing can ever be devised more
            perfect than what was established by our forefathers.
         

         
      

      To William Green Munford (18 June 1799), Jefferson says: “It is
         impossible for a man who takes a survey of what is already known, not to see what
         an
         immensity in every branch of science yet remains to be discovered, & that too of
         articles to which our faculties seem adequate.” He mentions anatomy, natural history,
         chemistry, natural philosophy, surgery, and, especially, medicine, whose practice
         has
         been impeded by charlataneries and bottomless speculating. He adds this impassioned
         plea:
      

      
      
         To preserve the freedom of the human mind then & freedom of the press, every spirit
            should be ready to devote itself to martyrdom; for as long as we may think as we will,
            & speak as we think, the condition of man will proceed in improvement. The generation
            which is going off the stage has deserved well of mankind for the struggles it has
            made, & for having arrested that course of despotism which had overwhelmed the world
            for thousands & thousands of years.
         

         
      

      Jefferson, doubtless aware of the barbarism and backwardness of many of the people
         in his new country, grasped the immediate need for advances in technology to bring
         it out of the darkness. He also recognized that his vision of a thriving republic
         depended critically on the unimpeded practice of science. To a significant degree,
         American improvement in his early republic was dependent on European science, much
         advanced in comparison to American science, to jump-start its science and advance
         its culture.
      

      
      
         Science is more important in a Republic than in any other government. And in an infant
            country like ours, we must much depend for improvement on the science of other countries,
            longer established, possessing better means, and more advanced than we are. To prohibit
            us from the benefit of foreign light, is to consign us to long darkness . . . . Science
            is important to the preservation of our Republican government and it is also essential
            to its protection against foreign powers.[65]    
         

         
      

      In his letter to John Adams on the natural aristoi (28
         October 1813) Jefferson writes that science has had a liberating influence on “those
         who
         read and reflect.” In America, it has “kindled feelings of right in the people” and
         led
         to an “insurrection . . . of science, talents and courage against rank and birth,”
         now
         regarded with contempt. “Science is progressive,” he concludes, “and talents and
         enterprise on the alert.” The bold suggestion is that talents and reason, capacities
         needed for good science, are not the privilege of the “tinsel-aristocracy,” based
         on
         birth and wealth.
      

      
      To Benjamin Waterhouse in his mature years (3 March 1818), Jefferson expresses roundly
         his allegiance to scientific and moral progress.
      

      
      
         When I contemplate the immense advances in science and discoveries in the arts which
            have been made within the period of my life, I look forward with confidence to equal
            advances by the present generation, and have no doubt they will consequently be as
            much wiser than we have been as we than our fathers were, and they than the burners
            of witches.
         

         
      

      His contempt for backward-looking conservatism is plain, though implicit.

      
      In the same year, Jefferson reproves the American Indians for their “bigoted veneration
         for the supposed superlative wisdom of their fathers” as well as the notion that they
         must “look backward for better things,” not forward. Chastisement of the Indians occurs
         because of their preference of custom to science.[66]    
      

      
      Progress, Jefferson recognized, entailed religious reform. State sponsorship of religion
         would be inimical to the freedom needed for scientific practice and cultural progress.
         Thus, he foresaw the need for an enlightened clergy. He writes to Moses Robinson (23
         March 1801):
      

      
      
         I am in hopes their good sense will dictate to them that since the mountain will not
            come to them, they had better go to the mountain; that they will find their interest
            in acquiescing in the liberty and science of their country, and that the Christian
            religion, when divested of the rags in which they have enveloped it, and brought to
            the original purity and simplicity of its benevolent institutor, is a religion of
            all others most friendly to liberty, science, and the freest expansion of the human
            mind.
         

         
      

      Progress also had a moral dimension. Intellectual improvement
         through study and practice of science conduced to or at least complemented moral
         improvement. In a letter to Peter Carr (19 August 1785), Jefferson says, “When your
         mind
         shall be well improved with science, nothing will be necessary to place you in the
         highest points of view, but to pursue the interests of your country, the interests
         of
         your friends, and your own interests also, with the purest integrity, the most chaste
         honor.” He adds that integrity and honor ought to be Carr’s first pursuits and that
         he
         should be ready even to give up everything, even science, to avoid wickedness. “The
         acquisition of science is a pleasing employment,” he adds. “I can assure you that
         the
         possession of it is, what (next to an honest heart) will above all things render you
         dear to your friends, and give you fame and promotion in your own country.”
      

      
      As we have seen in chapter 3, Jefferson also linked science and morality to liberty.
         To Joseph Willard (24 March 1789), Jefferson says that his generation has prepared
         the ground, as it were, for the bloom of American science and morality. It is for
         future generations and for teachers, such as Willard, to sow and reap.
      

      
      
         It is for such institutions as that over which you preside so worthily . . . to do
            justice to our country, its productions and its genius. It is the work to which the
            young men, whom you are forming, should lay their hands. We have spent the prime of
            our lives in procuring them the precious blessing of liberty. Let them spend theirs
            in shewing that it is the great parent of science and of virtue; and that a nation will be great in both, always in proportion as it
            is free.
         

         
      

      Jefferson states flatly that liberty is the parent of science.[67]     To François D’Ivernois (6 February 1795) he states that freedom is the “first-born
         daughter of science.” Jefferson’s view seems to be that scientific advances pave a
         path for moral advances and that liberty is, if not needed for scientific advance,
         at least strongly correlated with it.
      

      
      That is the view expressed by Edward Martin:

      
      
         From the vantage point of the present, we can see what some of his contemporaries
            also realized, that his greatness consisted in his insistence upon freedom of the
            scientific mind, his emphasis upon objectivity and the accumulation of sufficient
            data before arriving at conclusions, his humane desire to see that scientific progress
            should lead to human happiness, his attempts to enlarge scientific knowledge and promote
            scientific research—even where this meant conclusions that confuted his own opinions
            or the general belief.[68]    
         

         
      

      The Problem of Political Relativism

      
      It is sometimes maintained that Jefferson was a political relativist of some persuasion[69]     and that that nullifies his assertion that science is progressive in any substantive
         sense. Certain letters are offered as evidence. For example, Jefferson says in his
         letter to Thomas Law (13 June 1814), “Men living in different countries, under different
         circumstances, different habits and regimens, may have different utilities; the same
         act, therefore, may be useful, and consequently virtuous in one country which is injurious
         and vicious in another differently circumstanced.” Again in a letter to Adams two
         years later (14 October 1816):
      

      
      
         [T]he non-existence of justice is not to be inferred from the fact that the same act
            is deemed virtuous and right in one society, which is held vicious and wrong in another;
            because as the circumstances and opinions of different societies vary, so the acts
            which may do them right or wrong must vary also: for virtue does not consist in the
            act we do, but in the end it is to effect. If it is to effect the happiness of him
            to whom it is directed, it is virtuous, while in a society under different circumstances
            and opinions, the same act might produce pain, and would be vicious. The essence of
            virtue is in doing good to others.
         

         
      

      There is also his famous usufruct letter to James Madison (6 September 1789) in which
         Jefferson argues for constitutional renewal every nineteen years.
      

      
      The argument goes that what is deemed good or pleasant varies (or can vary) from culture
         to culture. With a variant standard of evaluation, judgments of “good” and “bad” or
         “pleasant” and “unpleasant” have no firm basis in reality. Thus, all evaluative judgments—including
         many political judgments such as Jefferson’s claim that republican government is better
         than rule by heredity or wealth and the judgment that science is progressive—are inescapably
         nonfoundational or nonabsolutist and have weight only within the confines of a community
         with a commonly shared discourse.
      

      
      The difficulty for this view is that Jefferson is a dyed-in-the-wool progressivist
         in a noneffete sense. Morality and science are no exceptions. In a marginalis on
         Kames’s Essays, he writes of his agreement with Kames on moral progress of the
         species over time, and moral progress implies an absolute standard of evaluative
         judgment. What the aim of morality is Jefferson never says, but it is not untoward
         to
         see it as some sense of unfettered use of humans’ moral sense in a manner respectful
         of
         both human dignity and freedom and with an eye to human flourishing in the Aristotelian
         sense. It is not untoward to see Jefferson holding up Jesus in some sense as an
         exemplar.
      

      
      Like morality, science has an aim—truth of the world. The discoveries of Harvey, Priestley,
         Franklin, Newton, and Boyle are evidence of progress and convergence toward that aim.
         That is a significant problem for reading Jefferson as a relativist.
      

      
      How then can one explain the letters to Law and Adams? Jefferson recognizes
         intellectual and moral degeneration—both manifested, for instance, in American Indians,
         through desuetude of intellectual and moral faculties—as facts, readily observable.
         American Indians, Jefferson says in his Notes on Virginia, submit their women to
         “unjust drudgery”—something that is seemingly “the case with all barbarous people”
         that
         adopt the policy vis lex est.[70] Indians are lagging in moral development. They have the same moral sense as
         do all others, but their faculty, like an atrophied quadriceps because of a break
         in
         one’s fibula, is underdeveloped through disuse and lack of rational succor—that is,
         the
         study of history and rational encouragement through reading moral works. I say much
         more
         on this issue in the next chapter.
      

      
      There is a larger epistemological problem for Jefferson’s view of scientific
         progress—Jefferson’s express embrace of nominalism (see chapter 4). I return to his
         letter to John Manners (22 February 1814) and quote in full.
      

      
      
         Nature has, in truth, produced units only through all her works. Classes, orders,
            genera, species, are not of her works. Her creation is of individuals. No two animals
            are exactly alike; no two plants, nor even two leaves or blades of grass; no two crystallizations.
            And if we may venture from what is within the cognizance of such organs as ours, to
            conclude on that beyond their powers, we must believe that no two particles of matter
            are of exact resemblance. This infinitude of units or individuals being far beyond
            the capacity of our memory, we are obliged, in aid of that, to distribute them into
            masses, throwing into each of these all the individuals which have a certain degree
            of resemblance; to subdivide these again into smaller groups, according to certain
            points of dissimilitude observable in them, and so on until we have formed what we
            call a system of classes, orders, genera and species. In doing this, we fix arbitrarily
            on such characteristic resemblances and differences as seem to us most prominent and
            invariable in the several subjects, and most likely to take a strong hold in our memories.
         

         
      

      Jefferson says starkly that no two objects are alike in kind. Even crystallizations
         escape categorization, as each separate crystallization is sui generis. Thus, the classification of “like” things, based on perceptions of likeness, is
         arbitrary—a mere convenience for the sake of ordering our sensations and experiences,
         which would otherwise go unordered. Yet that makes science itself an arbitrary discipline.
      

      
      A committed nominalist cannot take seriously science as a truth-generating practice.
         Though scientists gather data, subsume them under generalizations, and put those generalizations
         to the test of further observations, the generalizations formed of particular instances
         are literally generalizations of nothing—mere conveniences. Nominalism leaves no room
         for a substantive notion of scientific progress, because categorization of entities
         is itself arbitrary.
      

      
      Consequently, it is nominalism, not relativism, that poses the real threat to Jefferson’s
         espousal of science as progressive and truth generating.
      

      
      Upshot

      
      Though Jefferson’s republicanism was designed to allow for the best and most talented
         to rise to political prominence, he was eminently aware that not all geniuses were
         suited for politics. As we have already noted (chapter 3), he gives evidence that
         the very best geniuses should be exempt from the obligation of political participation.
         The illustrations he gives are eminent scientists. To David Rittenhouse (19 July 1778),
         Jefferson says “there is an order of geniuses [sic] above that obligation, & therefore exempt from it.” Had Newton been annexed to politics,
         something “so far below him,” the prodigality of nature “might have [had] to be arraigned.”
         The geniuses of men need to be employed to their “several orders and degrees.” In
         a similar vein, he writes to Joseph Priestley (21 March 1801), “Yours is one of the
         few lives precious to mankind, & for the continuance of which every thinking man is
         solicitous.”
      

      
      Why, then, did Jefferson not exempt himself from politics and practice science, if
         the very best geniuses might do their state a greater service through practicing science
         and his inclination was toward science, not politics? First, the groundwork of political
         liberty through recognition of human rights in Jefferson’s day needed to be readied
         for the practice of healthy science. Science cannot thrive without liberty, and it
         was his role to help set the groundwork. Second, he recognized, inclinations toward
         science aside, he could do more to advance science as a politician than as a scientist.
      

      
      Notes
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      Jefferson and Ethics

      
         V
         
      

      
      
      
      Reason and the Moral Sense

      
      
         “Those, which depend on ourselves, are the only pleasures a wise man will count on:
            for nothing is ours which another may deprive us of.” —TJ to Maria Cosway, 12
            October 1786
         

         
      

      Jefferson advises his nephew Peter Carr in a letter that one cannot get out of “difficulties
         and perplexing circumstances” by intrigue, chicanery, dissimulation, trimming, untruth,
         and injustice. They merely decuple the difficulties. Instead, following truth, justice,
         and plain dealing as guides, one can advance, step by step, and find one’s way out
         of the labyrinth. The knot, which appeared Gordian, will untie itself. “Give up money,
         give up fame, give up science, give [up] the earth itself and all it contains, rather
         than do an immoral act.” As if to offer a laconic recipe for happiness, he adds, “An
         honest heart is the first blessing, a knowing head the second” (19 August 1785).
      

      
      Jefferson might seem to be exaggerating the ease with which a person can disentangle
         complex moral situations and do the right thing. He is not. Using timeworn metaphors,
         Jefferson is instead referring to the existence of a moral sense—a faculty implanted
         in all human beings that directs them to morally correct action, presumably without
         the aid of deliberation. He is also showing Carr that science, without morality, is
         nugatory and valueless.
      

      
      Much comparative work has been done that shows the influence of various philosophers,
         from ancient to contemporary, on Jefferson’s moral thinking.[1]     Much less has been done noncomparatively—that is, that examines Jefferson’s letters,
         public papers, addresses, published works, notes, messages, and essays to give a consistent
         and comprehensive account of Jefferson’s moral thinking.[2]     The need for a noncomparative account is that Jefferson’s moral thinking, though
         in keeping with Scottish moral-sense theory as scholars note, is an admixture of new
         and old. There is a debt to Cicero, Epicurus, the Stoics, and even Plato, whom he
         expressly execrated, as well as Lord Kames, Lord Bolingbroke, Dugald Stewart, Francis
         Hutcheson, Adam Smith, and even David Hume.
      

      
      What is the moral sense for Jefferson? This chapter is an attempt to answer that question
         by analyzing Jefferson’s writings. In the course of my analysis, I give due consideration
         to an underexplored and perplexing topic: the relationship between reason and the
         moral sense.
      

      
      The Moral Sense

      
      Jefferson’s deity—a tenuous but intelligent material creator, preserver, and
         regenerator of the cosmos[3]—is not, like the gods of Epicurus, indifferent to human concerns. He created
         humans as social animals and implanted in them a moral sense to dictate correct human
         action. He also implanted in them the freedom both to use or refuse to use the moral
         sense and to determine in some measure their own affairs and their own course to
         happiness.
      

      
      The influence of the Scottish philosophers on Jefferson’s notion of the moral sense
         is plain.[4] The most obvious and direct influence was William Small[5]—the only Scotsman at Jefferson’s William and Mary, a school otherwise
         composed of Anglican ministers. Other prominent moral-sense Scots to influence his
         thinking were Lord Kames, who had a significant effect on Jefferson’s moral and
         aesthetic thinking,[6] Francis Hutcheson, Lord Bolingbroke, and Adam Smith.
      

      
      In his letter to Peter Carr (19 August 1785), Jefferson says that the moral sense
         is as much a part of a person’s nature as are his senses of hearing and seeing. It
         is as much a part of a person as his leg or arm. Like strength of limbs, it too is
         given to persons in a greater or lesser degree. It seems from Jefferson’s comparisons
         to hearing and sight that the moral sense is a faculty like one of the senses that
         may be tied to a specific bodily organ, which a letter to Maria Cosway (12 October
         1786) states playfully is the heart.[7]     Yet his comparison with a limb immediately thereafter suggests the inadequacy
         of the comparisons with hearing and sight, for the moral sense can be made better
         or worse through exercise or its neglect. Elsewhere, he says just that—that is, exercise
         of the moral sense makes habitual the practice of correct action.[8]    
      

      
      Not only is the moral sense capable of improvement with use, it is also perfectible
         over time both in individuals and in the species. Recall Jefferson’s lengthy marginalis in his copy of Kames’s Essays on Morality and Religion, where he expresses agreement with Kames’s notion that the moral sense “must vary
         with the nature of man, and . . . refine gradually as human nature refines.”
      

      
      In a letter to Thomas Law (13 June 1814), Jefferson considers truth, the love of
         God, the aesthetic sense, and egoism as candidates for the foundation of
         morality.[9] Truth cannot be a foundation for morality, though it is one of its branches.
         “The thief who steals your guinea does wrong only inasmuch as he acts a lie in using
         your guinea as if it were his own.” Love of God cannot be a foundation for morality,
         for
         atheists too have a sense of morality. Yet love of God too is one of its branches,
         as
         morality comprises duty to God and duty to fellow humans. The aesthetic sense, founded
         on taste, cannot be a foundation for morality, because taste is a separate faculty.
         Finally, egoism cannot be the foundation for morality, because each stands with himself
         “on the ground of identity, not of relation,” and morality comprises relations with
         others. “To ourselves, in strict language, we can owe no duties, obligation requiring
         also two parties.” The remaining alternative is that humans have innate social
         dispositions. “The Creator would indeed have been a bungling artist,” he sums, “had
         he
         intended man for a social animal, without planting in him social dispositions.”
      

      
      Jefferson adds that the moral sense is not planted in everyone, for all rules have
         exceptions. Some persons, for instance, are born without organs of sight or hearing;
         others, without hands. Moreover, not all persons are given the same “perfection” of
         it. “The want or imperfection of the moral sense in some men, like the want or imperfection
         of the senses of sight and hearing in others, is no proof that it is a general characteristic
         of the species.” Want or imperfection of the moral sense can be rectified by education,
         appeals to reason, and the presentation of motives to do good, such as love, and motives
         to avoid evil, such as social rejection. The notion here is that persons without,
         or with an imperfect, moral-sense faculty can go some ways toward remedying that defect
         through inculcation of virtue.
      

      
      How does the moral sense work? A letter to his daughter Martha (11 December 1783)
         offers an illustration that suggests it works spontaneously.
      

      
      
         If ever you are about to say any thing amiss or to do any thing wrong, consider before
            hand. You will feel something within you which will tell you it is wrong and ought
            not to be said or done: this is your conscience, and be sure to obey it. Our maker
            has given us all, this faithful internal Monitor, and if you always obey it, you will
            always be prepared for the end of the world: or for a much more certain event which
            is death. This must happen to all: it puts an end to the world as to us, and the way
            to be ready for it is never to do a wrong act.
         

         
      

      Nonetheless, there is always the temptation not to do what is morally advised by the
         moral sense. How can one stay away from vice? Jefferson says that one ought to resist
         the temptation to act viciously in circumstances when vice will not be detected. He
         tells Carr to act always and in all circumstances as if everyone in the world were
         looking at him (19 August 1785)—a starkly Stoic notion.[10]     The intimation is that one can use the moral sense unerringly, if one assumes
         that all of one’s actions are under the scrutiny of all others.
      

      
      Next, Jefferson advises his nephew two years later (10 August 1787) not to attend
         lectures on moral philosophy and again appeals counterfactually to a ham-handed creator.
         “He who made us would have been a pitiful bungler if he had made the rules of our
         moral conduct a matter of science.” Morally correct action, then, is not the result
         of deliberation about circumstances. In that sense, the moral sense, as Tadashige
         Shimizu asserts, it is a “more prevalent endowment than reason,” for a fully functioning
         rational faculty is a “gift limited to the natural aristocracy.”[11]    
      

      
      Furthermore, Jefferson’s moral sense aligns itself neatly with human interests and
         nature. In a letter to Jean Baptiste Say (1 February 1804), Jefferson says confusion
         concerning right action can sometimes be solved by favoring an agrarian solution to
         one based on manufacture. That suggests human nature is tied to the soil, not manufacture.[12]    
      

      
      
         [S]o invariably do the laws of nature create our duties and interests, that when they
            seem to be at variance, we ought to suspect some fallacy in our reasonings. In solving
            this question, too, we should allow its just weight to the moral and physical preference
            of the agricultural, over the manufacturing, man.
         

         
      

      Finally, the function of reason, he says in his 1787 letter to Carr, is “in some degree”
         to oversee the exercise of the moral faculty, “but it is a small stock which is required
         for this.” Jefferson unfortunately says nothing about how, when, and to what extent
         reason is supposed to do that. That is the subject of the second half of this undertaking.
      

      
      Consequently, we can sum the moral sense thus:

      
      
         	
            
            It is implanted in men by deity;

            
         

         
         	
            It exists as a sort of sensory faculty;

            
         

         
         	
            It might be tied to a bodily organ;

            
         

         
         	
            It exists fully in all persons, but requires correct use for optimal functioning;

            
         

         
         	
            It improves with correct use in individuals and humankind over time;

            
         

         
         	
            It needs no schooling; 

            
         

         
         	
            It can be used relatively unerringly if one acts as if all others are constantly watching
               oneself;
            

            
         

         
         	
            It lines itself neatly with human interests and nature; and

            
         

         
         	
            It needs some oversight of reason.

            
         

         
      

      
      Morality and Justice

      
      Justification of the moral sense for the Scottish moral-sense philosophers, qua empiricists,
         is experience. For Jefferson, it is no different. Each rational and honest person,
         he says, can, as it were, look inside himself and see therein the moral laws inscribed.
      

      
      
         For the reality of these principles I appeal to the true fountains of evidence, the
            head & heart of every rational & honest man. It is there Nature has written
            her moral laws, & where every man may read them for himself. He will never read
            there the permission to annul his obligations for a time, or for ever, whenever they
            become “dangerous, useless, or disagreeable.”[13]
            
         

         
      

      To what “moral laws” was Jefferson referring? His moral-sense ethics commits him to
         circumstantialism of the sort that does not allow for moral laws, which entail the
         use of reason—a mistake made by Roger Heslep and A. J. Beitzinger.[14]     The moral sense is a nonrational faculty. Rational examination of the judgments
         of moral sense only militates against morally correct action. As Jefferson states
         in a letter to his grandson Thomas Jefferson Randolph (24 November 1808), moral exemplars
         were of greater service to him than his rational faculty in steering him along the
         morally correct path in life. “Under temptations and difficulties, I could ask myself
         what would Dr. Small, Mr. Wythe, Peyton Randolph do in this situation? . . . I am
         certain that this mode of deciding on my conduct tended more to it’s correctness than
         any reasoning powers I possessed.” Jefferson’s reference to “moral laws” in the inset
         passage is not to be taken literally.
      

      
      What was the relationship of Jefferson’s moral sense to his notion of political justice?
         Jefferson’s moral sense allowed for a universal sense of justice that is captured
         syllogistically and teleologically in a letter to Francis Gilmer (7 June 1817). He
         writes, “Man was created for social intercourse; but social intercourse cannot be
         maintained without a sense of justice; then man must have been created with a sense
         of justice.” Thus, justice, for Jefferson, depends on the moral sense.
      

      
      In “Opinion on the French Treaties,” Jefferson elaborates on his syllogism by showing
         how the “Law of nations” is derived from the “Moral duties” that exist between individuals
         and why the former is just as binding as the latter.
      

      
      
         The Moral duties which exist between individual and individual in a state of nature,
            accompany them into a state of society & the aggregate of the duties of all the individuals
            composing the society constitutes the duties of that society towards any other [i.e.,
            the “Law of nations”]; so that between society & society the same moral duties exist
            as did between the individuals composing them while in an unassociated state, their
            maker not having released them from those duties on their forming themselves into
            a nation. Compacts then between nation & nation are obligatory on them by the same
            moral law which obliges individuals to observe their compacts.[15]    
         

         
      

      Political duties, thus, are reducible to moral duties. Political theory is fundamentally
         a branch of moral theory.[16]    
      

      
      Given the existence of the moral sense, the subsumption of political theory under
         moral theory, and Jefferson’s insistence on inalienable rights granted by nature to
         all persons, it follows that there are distinct limits to the function and powers
         of government. Strong government is no option, for it is likely to impede each person’s
         correct use of the moral sense and each individual’s rights.
      

      
      Reason and the Moral Sense

      
      Jefferson stated in his 1787 letter to Carr that reason “oversees” the exercise of
         the moral faculty. How does reason assist the moral sense?
      

      
      A. J. Beitzinger maintains that “the main thrust of Jefferson’s thought, at least
         to
         the turn of the century, was that the moral sense is submitted to the guidance of
         intuitive and discursive reason.” The moral sense gives a “first notice” and then
         reason
         “verifies” that notice. He was, therefore, a “moral rationalist” and conceded, following
         Jean Jacques Burlamaqui, that reason was always superior to moral sensitivity.[17]
         
      

      
      James and Allan Golden write: “There could be little doubt . . . that in Jefferson’s
         opinion, if virtue is to be properly nurtured through discourse, the elements of reasoning
         and the affections must be equal partners, both of which derive their strength from
         a reciprocal relationship with each other.”[18]    
      

      
      Both notions are mistaken. Jefferson consistently adhered to the notion that the moral
         sense both functioned independently of reason (or relatively so) and was a faculty
         superior to reason—that is, that reason was in the service of moral sensitivity.
      

      
      In a letter to James Fishback (27 September 1809), Jefferson says, “The practice of
         morality being necessary for the well-being of society, [deity] has taken care to
         impress it’s precepts so indelibly on our hearts that they shall not be effaced by
         the subtleties of our brain.” Jefferson’s letter to Thomas Law (13 June 1814) states
         that the care of the Creator was necessary in making the moral sense “so much a part
         of our constitution as that no errors of reasoning or of speculation might lead us
         astray from it’s observance in practice.” Finally, to nephew Peter Carr (19 August
         1785), he writes, “I can assure you, that the possession of [science] is, what (next
         to an honest heart) will above all things render you dear to your friends, and give
         you fame and promotion in your own country.” He later adds, “An honest heart being
         the first blessing, a knowing head is the second.” Such references suggest strongly
         that the moral sense is a faculty distinct from reason that functions independently
         of its influence and that virtue is more important than knowledge. 
      

      
      Then there is Jefferson’s impassioned letter to Maria Cosway (12 October 1786)—his
         famous dialogue between his Head and his Heart. That each refers to the other as “friend”
         suggests that the relationship between Head and Heart is amicable, though contrary.
      

      
      Jefferson has Heart explicate the different empires of the two: science and morality.

      
      
         When 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. When the circle is
            to be squared, or the orbit of a comet to be traced; when the arch of greatest strength,
            or the solid of least resistance is to be investigated, take up the problem; it is
            yours; nature has given me no cognizance of it. In like manner, in denying to you
            the feelings of sympathy, of benevolence, of gratitude, of justice, of love, of friendship,
            she has excluded you from their control. To these she has adapted the mechanism of
            the heart. Morals were too essential to the happiness of man to be risked on the incertain
            [sic] combinations of the head. She laid their foundation therefore in sentiment, not
            in science.
         

         
      

      Head, I showed in chapter 4, represents Epicurean moral philosophy, which Jefferson
         does not champion. It begins by admonishing Heart about an unreserved investment of
         affection in “objects you must soon lose”—that is, Cosway. “Everything in the world
         is a
         matter of calculation,” he adds. One must advance only with a balance in one hand
         to
         measure the immediate gain of pleasure by the anticipated pain to be had later. “Do
         not
         bite at the bait of pleasure,” warns Heart, “until you know there is no hook beneath
         it
         [as] the art of life is the art of avoiding pain.”
      

      
      Head next suggests retirement into oneself and contemplation of “truth & nature, matter
         & motion, the laws that bind up their existence, & that eternal being who made & bound
         them up by those laws” as the best means of avoiding the pitfalls of pain. Enjoining
         retreat as a buffer to pain is starkly Epicurean, as are enjoining contemplation of
         truth, nature, matter, and motion. Consequently, friendship, “another name for an
         alliance with the follies & the misfortunes of others,” ought to be avoided, not cultivated.
         Each person has his own share of misfortunes without taking on the misfortunes of
         others.
      

      
      The reply of Heart is prolix—more than twice the length of Head’s—and begins with
         an appeal to the beauty of friendship.[19]     “This world abounds indeed with misery: to lighten it’s burthen we must divide
         it with one another.”
      

      
      Heart then turns to an assessment of Head’s “mathematical balance.” Heart begins not
         by considering the burden of helping others in need, but by considering oneself a
         person in need. The comforts of sharing one’s pain when aggrieved are inestimable.
         Heart then turns to Head’s argument from retirement. Each person is perpetually exposed
         to want and accident and “[n]obody will care for him who cares for nobody.” Retirement
         is ninnyish.
      

      
      In chimes Jefferson’s optimism. Heart adds that friendship is precious “not only in
         the shade but in the sunshine of life; & thanks to the benevolent arrangement of things,
         the greater part of life is sunshine.” Heart then appeals to the time Jefferson had
         spent recently with Cosway and the gaiety and beauty of it. “Let the sublimated philosopher
         grasp visionary happiness while pursuing phantoms dressed in the garb of truth! Their
         supreme wisdom is supreme folly; & they mistake for happiness the mere absence of
         pain. Had they ever felt the solid pleasure of one generous spasm of the heart, they
         would exchange for it all the frigid speculations of their lives.” The equation of
         happiness with absence of pain, which Jefferson here castigates, is a clear reference
         to Epicureanism.
      

      
      Heart proposes to “prove to [Head] that nature has not organized you for our moral
         direction.” The “proof” comes through illustrations, where the Head, through deliberation
         on ends, can easily lead to a morally wrong decision. First, there was the time when
         Jefferson’s coach drove through Chickahomony and passed a “poor weathered soldier”
         with a pack on his back, who begged to be let up on the chariot. Head calculated that
         the soldier was merely one of many and that all could not be taken up, so Jefferson’s
         carriage passed by the soldier. Heart, realizing “tho we cannot relieve all the distressed
         we should relieve as many as we can,” knew better. Jefferson turned back for the soldier,
         but the soldier was not to be found and, thus, Jefferson was filled with regret. Second,
         there was the time when a woman in Philadelphia asked for charity and Head took the
         women for a tosspot and refused. Heart, again regretful, sought out the woman and
         gave the woman one half dollar, which she immediately used to place her child at school.
         “In short, my friend, . . . I do not know that I ever did a good thing on your suggestion,
         or a dirty one without it.”
      

      
      Jefferson’s dialogue between Head and Heart strongly intimates that morally correct
         action is wholly a visceral matter. When the head interferes in moral decisions, it
         leads a person astray.[20]    
      

      
      Jefferson’s letter to Cosway suggests a strictly antithetical relationship between
         reason and morality. Yet recall that morally correct action is in some measure guided
         by reason. Jefferson’s letter to Peter Carr (10 August 1787) states, “This sense is
         submitted indeed in some degree to the guidance of reason; but it is a small stock
         which is required for this: even less one than what we call common sense.” He fails
         unfortunately to elaborate, but merely adds, as if to muddy waters that are already
         dirty, “State a moral case to a ploughman and a professor, the former will decide
         it as well, and often better than the latter, because he has not been led astray by
         artificial rules.” He then cites the writings of clergyman and novelist Laurence Sterne
         “as the best course of morality that ever was written.”
      

      
      Just what is this “small stock”? Why will the ploughman decide moral cases “often
         better than the [professor]”? We must look elsewhere to answer those questions.
      

      
      In what follows, I suggest several ways in which reason comes to the aid of the moral
         sense, without impeding its superior “judgment.”
      

      
      An early letter to lifelong friend Robert Skipwith (3 August 1771) introduces the
         first way reason assists the moral sense. Jefferson writes:
      

      
      
         [E]verything is useful which contributes to fix in the principles and practices of
            virtue. When any original act of charity or of gratitude, for instance, is presented
            either to our sight or imagination, we are deeply impressed with its beauty and feel
            a strong desire in ourselves of doing charitable and grateful acts also. On the contrary
            when we see or read of any atrocious deed, we are disgusted with it’s deformity, and
            conceive an abhorrence of vice. Now every emotion of this kind is an exercise of our
            virtuous dispositions, and dispositions of the mind, like limbs of the body acquire
            strength by exercise. But exercise produces habit, and in the instance of which we
            speak the exercise being of the moral feelings produces a habit of thinking and acting
            virtuously.
         

         
      

      The passage shows there is contagion to moral deeds. The appearance of an act of charity
         in imagination or reality impresses an agent with its beauty and inclines him to act
         likewise. The appearance of an act of atrocity in imagination or reality makes an
         agent feel disgust and disinclines him to act likewise. There is no indication here
         that reason is needed or even helpful.
      

      
      Yet that is not quite correct. The letter to Skipwith suggests that the spontaneous
         pulchritudinous (or revolting) feeling that occurs from the appearance of a virtuous
         (or vicious) act in imagination or reality needs to be bridged and fixed through habituation
         by the replication (or avoidance) of such deeds. In short, having strong feelings
         that virtuous deeds are beautiful and worth doing and that vicious deeds are revolting
         and worth avoiding is not sufficient to ensure the replication of virtuous deeds and
         the avoidance of vicious ones. Wheels tend to roll, but do nothing when placed on
         flat, level surfaces unless given a small shove. Reason’s role is to give the moral
         sense that shove. Yet the moral sense is a limb more than a wheel, as no wheel improves
         it “rollability,” so to speak, through being rolled, while limbs do improve their
         strength and coordination by being used. So one possibility is that reason’s function
         is to encourage habituation of right actions. One problem, however, is that Jefferson
         seems to smuggle in the aesthetic sense through the deep impression of beauty to help
         decide moral issues, when the aesthetic and moral senses are supposed to be independent
         faculties.
      

      
      Elsewhere, in a letter to his physician Dr. Vine Utley (21 March 1819), Jefferson
         writes, “I never go to bed without an hour, or half hour’s previous reading of something
         moral, whereon to ruminate in the intervals of sleep.” To Peter Carr (10 August 1787),
         he says, “In this branch [morality] therefore read good books because they will
         encourage as well as direct your feelings.”[21]
         
      

      
      The sentiment in both letters is again that reason encourages the habituation of right
         action.
      

      
      The argument, implicit in the first letter and explicit in the second, is sensible,
         but not without problems. If the feeling of beauty or revulsion on the reflection
         or doing of a morally right action is immediate, why then is there need of rational
         encouragement or motivation to do right actions? Is not the feeling of beauty pleasant
         and the feeling of revulsion unpleasant? Why must one read inspirational literature?
         What sort of encouragement do moral feelings need?
      

      
      The answer is likely that it is not so much the feelings that need reinforcement or
         encouragement[22] as do the doing of good deeds and the avoidance of ill deeds. In other
         words, one can get the warm, pulchritudinous feeling that accompanies the doing of
         right
         action just by imagining the doing of a right action. Yet feeling is not the aim;
         action
         is. As Aristotle said, “And as in the Olympic Games it is not the most beautiful and
         the
         strongest that are crowned but those who compete (for it is some of these that are
         victorious), so those who act win, and rightly win, the noble and good things in
         life.”[23] Yet right action can sometimes prove painful for the agent, and vicious acts
         can sometimes be pleasant. The rakehell’s life, as even Plato seemed to acknowledge
         grudgingly,[24] is at least sometimes as pleasant as that of the virtuous person. Thus,
         reason is needed as a goad to activity. In sum, the ruminations in the “intervals
         of
         sleep” then incite one to put into practice virtue and avoidance of vice.
      

      
      In short, people intuitively grasp right action but are not necessarily so constituted
         that they are motivated to act rightly. Circumstances complicate matters. Thus, virtue
         needs to be cultivated and reinforced positively so right action becomes a matter
         of habit and the moral sense is strengthened over time.
      

      
      That suggests a second role for reason. Given that the moral sense is strengthened
         with use and weakened with disuse,[25]     it is up to reason to see to it that the moral sense is and remains strong so
         that it can sense morally correct action. Like a limb that is made more dexterous
         with practice at certain types of activity (e.g., swinging an axe or scythe), in a
         like manner, right use of the moral sense in varying circumstances makes it more adaptable
         to other, similar scenarios and, in time, to complex scenarios. That too is reason’s
         role. Thus, it is reason’s role to see to it that the moral sense neither weakens
         nor loses its “resourcefulness” through desuetude.
      

      
      Other passages suggest that reason plays a more prominent, third role than that of
         prompting and reinforcing right action and refining and maintaining the “sensing”
         capacities of the moral sense. In Query XIV of his Notes on Virginia, Jefferson says that by enabling children to store “the most useful facts from Grecian,
         Roman, European and American history,” the “first elements of morality” might be inculcated.
         In that manner, children overcome the cultural biases of wealth and good birth and
         learn that good conscience, good health, good occupation, and “freedom in all just
         pursuits” enable one to rise above the condition of life in which chance has placed
         one.[26]     Reason bolsters the moral sense by helping children to overcome the prejudices
         of their day.
      

      
      In his letter to Thomas Law (13 June 1814), Jefferson gives a fourth role for
         reason, with which we have become acquainted in chapter 2, when we addressed political
         relativism. “Men living in different countries, under different circumstances, different
         habits and regimens, may have different utilities; the same act, therefore, may be
         useful, and consequently virtuous in one country which is injurious and vicious in
         another differently circumstanced.” Again in a letter to John Adams two years later
         (14
         October 1816):
      

      
      
         [T]he non-existence of justice is not to be inferred from the fact that the same act
            is deemed virtuous and right in one society, which is held vicious and wrong in another;
            because as the circumstances and opinions of different societies vary, so the acts
            which may do them right or wrong must vary also: for virtue does not consist in the
            act we do, but in the end it is to effect. If it is to effect the happiness of him
            to whom it is directed, it is virtuous, while in a society under different circumstances
            and opinions, the same act might produce pain, and would be vicious. The essence of
            virtue is in doing good to others.
         

         
      

      Such passages smack of cultural relativism with a consequentialist twist. For Jefferson,
         it seems that right action varies from culture to culture. Its measuring stick seems
         to be rational calculation of utility—the production of pleasure or absence of pain—and
         what is useful varies culturally. The moral sense in such scenarios seems a disobliging
         and unaiding guide to morally correct action. We are back to Epicureanism, or are
         we?
      

      
      Is Jefferson opting for a larger role for reason and waxing consequentialist? Several
         scholars think he is. Adrienne Koch,[27]     for instance, writes: “[O]nly utilitarianism could be relied on to cut the suggestion
         of absolutism out of these more single-valued philosophies [i.e., Epicureanism, Christianity,
         and moral-sense ethics], making room for that variability of moral judgment which
         Jefferson’s historic sense made him acknowledge as one segment in the development
         of man in society.” In short, Jefferson’s embrace of social utility in his later years[28]     was to be a measure of morally correct action as the means of reconciling his
         purchase of seemingly disparate ethical positions.[29]    
      

      
      Koch’s espousal of a change of mind is otiose, unrequired. Jefferson recognizes that
         some societies, like that of American Indians, are morally retarded, though its persons
         have the same moral-sense faculties. Others, like British and French societies at
         the beginning of the nineteenth century, are morally regressive.
      

      
      Jefferson’s purchase of social utility in his letters to Law and Adams is better taken
         not as a change of mind and a shift toward utility as the standard of morally correct
         action, but as purchase of the Stoic Panaetius’s moral thinking in Cicero’s de Officiis. Jefferson is much acquainted with that treatise, as he often cites it as recommended
         ethical reading[30]     and, at least on one occasion, mentions having read the book.[31]     For Panaetius, morally correct action (honestum) is not determined by consequences (utilitas). Panaetius makes no distinction between utility and virtue. Virtuous action always
         is expedient and what is expedient, rightly grasped, is always what is virtuous. Writes
         Cicero, dubitandum non est, quin numquam posit utilitas cum honestate contendere (III.11).[32]    
      

      
      Panaetius considers an apparent inconsistency between what is morally right and what
         is useful. He considers a good man (vir bonum) whose house is for sale. Though it appears sound, it is dilapidated and unsanitary.
         He asks: is it unjust and dishonorable to essay to sell such a house, without disclosing
         its defects to potential buyers, if they do not ask? The Stoic Diogenes says it is
         not, because the seller is selling what he does not like to someone who is willing
         to buy what the seller does not like. Moreover, so long as there is no false praise
         of the house, the seller does not caboodle potential buyers. The Stoic Antipater says
         it is, because dissimulation here is a matter of deliberately failing to set right
         wayward persons. In fact, it is worse, as dissimulation here deliberately sets wrong
         wayward persons. Antipater is right, Panaetius concludes, “to commit wrong deeds (pecarre) is never expedient (utile), because it is always wicked (turpe), and it is always expedient to be good (bonum), because it is always good for a man to be virtuous (honestum).”
      

      
      Panaetius also considers the scenario proposed by the Rhodian Hecaton: that a wise
         person (sapiens) will take care of his private interests and act, publicly, pursuant to the customs
         and laws—that is, he need not perform any supererogatory deeds. Hecaton himself objects
         that such a notion of prosperity (divites) is faulty, as each ought to seek prosperity not only for himself, but for his family,
         friends, relatives, and state (III.63). Virtuous actions extend beyond one’s personal
         affairs.
      

      
      If we accept Jefferson’s embrace of the Stoic Panaetius’s equivalence of virtuous
         and expedient actions, we have a better explanation for Jefferson’s moral thinking
         than Koch’s espousal of social utility as a missing ingredient or a change of his
         mind in Jefferson’s mature years. That Jefferson in his letters to Law and Adams was
         merely rehashing his purchase of the Panaetian view that morally correct action is
         always morally (socially) expedient action, and conversely—that is, that they are
         mutually entailing—is a much simpler explanation than that of Koch, as it involves
         neither a missing ingredient nor any change of mind over time. That is also a sentiment
         Jefferson expresses plainly in a letter to George Logan (12 November 1816): “virtue
         and interest are inseparable.”
      

      
      There is a fifth way in which reason might aid the moral sense. Jefferson’s extensive
         comments on Kames’s notion of the perfectibility of the moral sense in Jefferson’s
         copy of Kames’s Essays. “[T]he operations of the moral sense in a savage, bear no proportion to its operations
         in a person possessed of all the advantages of which human nature is susceptible by
         refined education,” writes Kames. “There are no other but gradual refinements of the
         original law of nature, accommodating itself to the improved state of mankind. The
         law of nature, which is the law of our nature, cannot be stationary: it must vary
         with the nature of man, and consequently refine gradually as human nature refines.”[33]     Killing war captives, Jefferson notes, used to be the standard in the early practice
         of war among savages. The Greeks recognized that that notion was barbaric and supplanted
         it with the perpetual slavery of captives. Supplantation of perpetual slavery for
         killing is an indication, Jefferson says, of moral improvement of men through history.
         He recognizes also that no one has the right to take the life of or perpetually enslave
         a captive. “It is the happiness of modern times,” he writes, “that the evils of necessary
         war are softened by the refinement of manners & sentiments and that an enemy is an
         object of vengeance, in arms, & in the field only.”[34]     That type of abstract reasoning—reasoning over history—cannot be the work of
         the moral sense, which works spontaneously. Instead it must be the work of the rational
         faculty.[35]     In sum, reason, through the reading of history, can critically reflect on the
         exercise of the moral sense over human history and work toward its perfection over
         time.[36]    
      

      
      Finally, there is a sixth way in which reason could be used to assist the moral sense.
         Jefferson argues for the moral improvement of humans in a letter to Adams (28 October
         1813) through sexual selection and the creation of a “natural aristocracy,” founded
         on virtue and talent. This sexual selection in the service of a natural aristoi, Jefferson argues, is known to be true by experience, which, to have merit, must
         have the sanction of reason.
      

      
      
         The selection of the best male for a Harem of well chosen females also, which
            Theognis seems to recommend from the example of our sheep and asses, would doubtless
            improve the human, as it does the brute animal, and produce a race of veritable
            aristoi. For experience proves that the moral and physical qualities of
            man, whether good or evil, are transmissible in a certain degree from father to
            son.
         

         
      

      The argument assumes the legitimacy of the inheritance of acquired characteristics,
         which was the primary evolutionary mechanism of Lamarck. The implication here is that
         reason is needed in order to breed selectively virtuous persons. Here the moral sense
         is improved through breeding insofar as the most moral persons are given reproductive
         advantages that those persons whose moral sense is weaker and less refined are not.
         Yet Jefferson mentions breeding for morality only as a plausibility. He acknowledges
         that it would be something rejected outright by “the equal rights of man”—that is,
         the masses.
      

      
      It is significant that all the ways listed in which reason comes or might come to
         the assistance of the moral sense are indirect. The grasp by the moral sense of morally
         right action in moral scenarios, once the moral sense is fully cultivated, is spontaneous
         and presumably faultless. It is the business of reason in all persons to encourage
         its development and resourcefulness, maintain its strength and resourcefulness, and
         provide it with knowledge of cultural variations prior to entering culturally diverse
         settings, for many cultures are morally retarded, and one must be sensitive to that.
         It is the business of reason in the most morally gifted persons to encourage the perfection
         of the moral sense in the species by promoting the study of critical history and perhaps
         even allowing for the project of sexual selection.
      

      
      Did Jefferson have all of those functions in mind in his letter to Carr, when he wrote
         that the moral sense requires some “small stock” of reason to aid it? It is impossible
         to say.
      

      
      Upshot

      
      In this chapter, I have delineated the features of the moral sense, insofar as Jefferson’s
         writings allow for clear and full delineation. I have shown it to be a sensory or
         quasisensory faculty, implanted in humans by deity, which exists in degrees among
         persons, improves/decays with use/disuse in individuals and the species over time,
         needs no schooling, and requires some slight oversight of reason.
      

      
      Of the various difficulties with Jefferson’s view, I have focused on the relationship
         between the moral sense and reason—specifically, the need for some amount of rational
         governance of the moral sense. I have suggested six plausible ways, drawn from or
         in keeping with Jefferson’s writings, in which reason comes or might come to the aid
         of the moral sense. As none excludes any of the others, it might be that Jefferson
         had all of them in mind, when he penned the words “small stock,” though it is impossible
         to say.
      

      
      One thing I think is plain. When Jefferson wrote “small stock,” he did not mean to
         imply that reason’s role was insignificant, as none of the functions of reason I have
         listed above is insignificant. It seems likely that what he meant was that none of
         the functions of reason directly affects the moral sense in moral scenarios. Reason’s
         role, then, is subtle, indirect. Its role is to oversee the moral sense, like a prideful
         parent, and make sure it develops to its fullest capacity. It also prepares it in
         advance for ticklish situations such as culturally different settings, due to moral
         retardation. Reason, thus, has a substantial, quasiparental role, but it ought never
         to decide moral action.
      

      
      There is a final difficulty. With the elaboration of the various ways in which reason
         might come to the assistance of the moral sense, it might seem strange that Jefferson
         would advise his nephew Peter Carr (10 August 1787) against attending lectures on
         morality.
      

      
      That is not so strange, however. There is no need for schooling on the use of the
         moral sense in most social circumstances. Yet, as different cultures have different
         customs and laws, there is need to study other cultures and their histories. Jefferson
         does advise Carr to study English, French, Italian, Spanish, and some amount of Asian
         and African history or culture. Moreover, as the moral sense is deemed perfectible
         over the course of history, there is need to study history to compare morally correct
         actions of past times with morally correct actions of the present day to gauge progress.
         Jefferson does advise strongly the study of history.[37]     Finally, since the moral sense needs the encouragement of reason to make correct
         action habitual and since principles are of no avail, there is need of moral mentors
         and exemplars, of the sort Jefferson had the good fortune to have in his youth—for
         example, Small, Wythe, Peyton Randolph, and Fauquier[38]    —and of the sort that exist in fictive and historical literature—for example,
         Sterne’s Tristram Shandy and Jesus of Nazareth.[39]    
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      Jefferson on War and Peace

      
      
         
         “Peace has been our principle, peace is our interest, and peace has saved
            to the world this only plant of free and rational government now existing in it.”
            —TJ to Thomas Law, 15 Jan. 1811
         

         
      

      
      Jefferson as an American political figure was unique. Scrutiny of his
         writings show, as I have been arguing throughout, he wore both the hat of statesman
         and
         philosopher.[1] Jefferson, qua philosopher, was consistently clear that war, “the greatest
         scourge of mankind,” was an evil without which humans could and ought to do. In the
         strictest sense of evaluating gains for the effort, all wars were Cadmean. Thus, as
         a
         philosopher, he set himself the task of thinking up a basic republican schema of
         representative government for the people that was capable of accommodating the advances
         of science and morality. That schema, essentially progressive and antiobscurantist,
         made
         war de trop.
      

      
      Jefferson, as a statesman, showed considerable resiliency. Though he
         recognized that republican government held the promise of peaceful coexistence with
         other nations, lasting peace was impossible so long as America was not through and
         through republicanized and so long as other nations refused to govern with an eye
         to the
         autonomy and rights of their people. Consequently, as a politician, he set himself
         the
         moderate task of essaying to establish a workable instantiation of his republican
         schema
         in America, to advance the causes of liberty and political progress, and set the stage
         for the eventual obsolescence of war.
      

      
      Because he always wore the hat of philosopher and the hat of politician,
         Jefferson was often described in his own day, as he is often described in ours, as
         ambivalent, inconsistent, or two-faced. He was a statesman fueled by half-baked,
         quixotic philosophical ideals.
      

      
      Yet Jefferson eclipsed others of his day, just because of his quixotic
         ideals—viz., he had the courage to look to a possible future state of affairs, though
         a
         not-too-distant future state of affairs, as a guide for present activities, at a time
         when persons were castigated for speculation on ideals. He entertained a progressive
         vision of a new-forming nation, predominantly agrarian but scientifically and morally
         progressive, in which the citizens were autonomous, politically coadjuvant, and
         peaceable. Many of his speculations, eerily similar to Kant’s formalized thinking
         on
         perpetual peace in his moral and political writings, show him to be mulishly committed
         to a society of peacefully coexisting citizens—a republican arcadia, as it were—and
         perhaps to the possibility of a future state of affairs in which all nations,
         republicanized in their own proper time, would seek diplomatic resolutions to political
         differences between them.
      

      
      This chapter is an elaboration and critical examination of Jefferson’s
         arcadia through analysis of his thoughts on war and peace, scattered through his various
         and numerous writings. I begin by offering the seemingly antipodean views of Jefferson
         the philosopher and Jefferson the politician on the issues of war and peace. While
         the
         philosopher expresses a profound abhorrence of war and a deep desire for peace, the
         politician recognizes that there are times when even the most morally sensitive nation
         will need to resort to war. Inclining toward the position that such times will be
         only
         when all diplomatic attempts at reconciling political differences have failed and
         there
         is an imminent threat to national security without war, he shows himself to be a moral
         progressivist that anticipates most of the principles of just-war theory. As a further
         illustration of Jefferson’s purchase of moral progressivism, I end with a comparison
         of
         Jefferson’s thoughts on lasting peace with the formalized thoughts of Immanuel Kant
         on
         political and ethical essays relating to perpetual peace.
      

      
      The Mulish Philosopher

      
      “The Umpirage of Reason”

      
      Jefferson qua philosopher showed unquestioned abhorrence of war throughout
         his life. “The most successful war seldom pays for its losses,” Jefferson says to
         Edmund
         Randolph (20 September 1785). “War is as much a punishment to the punisher as to the
         sufferer,” he writes to Tench Coxe (1 May 1794). “I abhor war and view it as the
         greatest scourge of mankind,” states Jefferson to Elbridge Gerry (13 May 1797). “If
         nations go to war for every degree of injury, there would never be peace on earth,”
         he
         writes to Madame de Stael (16 July 1807). “The evils of war are great in their
         endurance, and have a long reckoning for ages to come,” he says in a speech to the
         Pittsburg [sic] Republicans.[2] Such statements indicate plainly an abhorrence of war, but a
         consequentialist’s abhorrence. The advantages any party seeks by going to war are
         few in
         comparison with the disadvantages. To Dr. James Brown (27 October 1808), he writes
         pithily, “[I]nter arma silent leges.” [3]War is hardscrabble.
      

      
      Moreover, Jefferson tells Reverend Worcester that there is a built-in
         injustice to war concerning redress. “[W]here the wrong has been done by a weaker
         nation, the stronger one has generally been able to enforce redress; but where by
         a
         stronger nation, redress by war has been neither obtained nor expected by the weaker”
         (29 January 1816). Success in war is determined by dint of arms; redress of injustice
         is
         determined by retribution. Retribution cannot be had without dint of arms. Yet to
         punish
         a wrong, dint of arms must be in the service of retribution, which must be in the
         service of morality. That has seldom historically been the case.
      

      
      Jefferson also shows a certain sympathy to those persons wedded to the
         inevitability of war and the heroism associated with it for millennia. To a young
         foreigner, John Lewis de Unger (13 November 1780), inclining to a career in soldiery,
         he
         states that fame can be had by means other than war. He wishes the young man all the
         fame and honors that might come his way through soldiery, but ends thus. “[S]hould
         your
         fondness for philosophy resume it’s merited ascendancy, is it impossible to hope that
         this unexplored country may tempt your residence by holding out materials wherewith
         to
         build a fame founded on the happiness & not the calamities of human nature?” The
         sentiment is that fame can be founded on a pastoral lifestyle in an unexplored country
         as well as, if not better than, on bellicosity. Lasting fame can be founded on happiness
         as well as on calamity.
      

      
      In a noteworthy passage in Query XII of his Notes on Virginia,
         Jefferson sums succinctly his view on the futility of war.
      

      
      
         
         Never was so much false arithmetic employed on any subject, as that
            which has been employed to persuade nations that it is their interest to go to war.
            Were the money which it has cost to gain, at the close of a long war, a little town,
            or a little territory, the right to cut wood here, or to catch fish there, expended
            in improving what they already possess, in making roads, opening rivers, building
            ports, improving the arts, and finding employment for their idle poor, it would
            render them much stronger, much wealthier and happier. This I hope will be our
            wisdom.[4]
            
         

         
      

      
      Little is to be gained through war, and even the greatest victory is merely
         pyrrhic. “Young as we are and with such a country before us to fill with people and
         with
         happiness,” Jefferson continues, “we should point in that direction the whole generative
         force of nature, wasting none of it in efforts of mutual destruction.” He thus advocates
         a policy of “peace and friendship of every nation,” even those nations most injurious
         to
         his fledgling confederation of states.[5]
         
      

      
      Peace and friendship are parts of a policy he iterates throughout his
         presidency and thereafter in letters, messages, and addresses. To Robert Livingston
         (9
         September 1801), Jefferson writes, “I do not believe war the most certain means of
         enforcing principles. Those peaceable coercions which are in the power of every nation,
         if undertaken in concert and in time of peace, are more likely to produce the desired
         effect.” In his “Second Inaugural Address,” Jefferson says, “[W]e have endeavored
         to
         cultivate the friendship of all nations.” The “collisions of interest” between nations
         ought to be decided by the “umpirage of reason rather than force,” he says in his
         “Third
         Annual Message.”[6] Years later, he writes to George Logan (3 October 1813), “I have ever
         cherished the same spirit with all nations, from a consciousness that peace, prosperity,
         liberty and morals, have an intimate connection.”
      

      
      Yet Jefferson’s abhorrence of war goes beyond consequentialist
         considerations. There is also a quasi-Kantian dimension, illustrated by his thoughts
         on
         the ethical treatment of prisoners. In a letter to Patrick Henry (27 March 1779),
         Jefferson states that the health of British prisoners is a large concern for Americans.
         To think otherwise is to suppose “humanity was kicked out of doors in America, and
         interest only attended to.” It might be that certain wars are inevasible, but that
         need
         not necessitate that the prisoners of such wars be treated inhumanely. The inhumane
         treatment of prisoners of war, like the butchery tactics of some American Indians
         in
         war, signifies moral retardation or regression.
      

      
      Yet ethical treatment of prisoners of war, covered more fully below, is not
         so much evidence of a Kantian notion of treating all persons as ends, not means, due
         to
         regard for rationality and a volitional capacity to legislate in and be bound to moral
         duty, as it is done from Jefferson’s purchases of moral-sense theory and Kames’s moral
         progressivism, covered fully in the previous chapter. The ethical treatment of war
         captives is evidence of moral progress of the human species over time.
      

      
      War and Republicanism

      
      “No country, perhaps, was ever so thoroughly against war as ours,” writes
         Jefferson to Gouverneur Morris (20 April 1793). “These dispositions pervade every
         description of its citizens, whether in or out of office.” To James Monroe (11 June
         1823), Jefferson writes of the belligerence of Europe’s nations. “They are nations
         of
         eternal war. All their energies are expended in the destruction of the labor, property
         and lives of their people. On our part, never had a people so favourable [sic] a
         chance of trying the opposite system, of peace and fraternity with mankind, and the
         direction of all our means and faculties to the purposes of improvement instead of
         destruction.” As these statements suggest, more than the general tenor of the
         war-is-hardscrabble argument, there is another philosophical reason for eschewing
         war:
         war is inconsistent with Jefferson’s notion of republicanism—that is, government for
         the
         people, whose autonomy and rights are the first order of governmental business.
      

      
      First, Jefferson’s republicanism entails laissez-faire government,
         which rules out centralization and empowerment of government at the expense of citizens’
         autonomy and rights. War, because it tends to unify and centralize citizens’ interests,
         at least for the nonce, might readily lead to strong, centralized government and
         eventual loss of citizens’ autonomy and rights. “War is not the most favorable moment
         for divesting the monarchy of power,” Jefferson writes to H. S. Crevecoeur (9 August
         1788). “On the contrary, it is the moment when the energy of a single hand shows itself
         in the most seducing form.” To General Kościusko (21 February 1799), Jefferson speaks
         to
         the advantage of war as a unifying element but also frets over the loss of freedom
         through such unity. “If we are forced into war [with France], we must give up political
         differences of opinion, and unite as one man to defend our country. But whether at
         the
         close of such a war, we should be as free as we are now, God knows.” Thus, war unifies
         the citizens of all states through nationally concentering interests, but nationally
         concentering interests can readily lead to centralization of power and disallowance
         of
         citizens’ autonomy and rights.
      

      
      Second, Jefferson’s republicanism entails self-sufficiency, which rules out
         such commercial exchange of goods that might lead to considerable economic dependence
         on
         other nations. Commercial exchange of goods, beyond what is needed to promote
         self-sufficiency, leads willy-nilly to entanglement in the political affairs of other
         nations. Consequently, during times of war, neutrality, so much a part of Jefferson’s
         political policy as president, will not be an option. One will have to side with one
         party or another, and the result will be loss of self-sufficiency. “This exuberant
         commerce,” he writes to Benjamin Stoddart (18 February 1809), “brings us into collision
         with other powers in every sea, and will force us into every war of the European
         powers.” Much earlier, he writes in Query XXII of his Notes on Virginia, “To
         remove as much as possible the occasions of making war, it might be better for us
         to
         abandon the ocean altogether, that being the element whereon we shall be principally
         exposed to jostle with other nations; to leave to others to bring what we shall want,
         and to carry what we can spare.”[7]
         
      

      
      The Protean Politician

      
      In spite of his express abhorrence of war, Jefferson the politician showed
         considerable resiliency. As president, he acknowledged that neutrality apropos of
         France
         “bestriding the continent of Europe like a Colossus” and England “roaming unbridled
         on
         the ocean” was essential for American security.[8] Yet he recognized there were times when peace or neutrality was not an
         option, irrespective of the hardscrabble nature of war, if only because a violation
         of
         political principle in the short term is sometimes the best way to promote that
         principle in the long term. Circumstances, not principles, would then have to dictate
         action. “What is practicable must often control what is pure theory: and the habits
         of
         the governed determine in a great degree what is practicable.”[9]
         
      

      
      A staunch advocate of peace, Jefferson was no pacifist. Execrable as war
         was, he realized that at the stage of the highest levels of intellectual and moral
         advance of his day, peace was sometimes not an option. He was a staunch advocate of
         rebellion,[10] for instance, when government intruded on or disaffirmed the rights of its
         citizens. While ambassador to France, he writes to James Madison (30 January 1787),
         “I
         hold that a little rebellion now and then is a good thing, & as necessary in the
         political world as storms in the physical. . . . It is a medicine necessary for the
         sound health of government.” In the same year, he writes to his secretary William
         Smith
         (13 November 1787):
      

      
      
         
         God forbid we should ever be 20 years without such a rebellion. The
            people cannot be all, & always, well informed. The part which is wrong will be
            discontented in proportion to the importance of the facts they misconceive. If they
            remain quiet under such misconceptions it is a lethargy, the forerunner of death to
            the public liberty.
         

         
      

      
      The implication of both letters is that autocratic
         governing is so infixed in human heads only periodic rebellions can keep alive the
         spirit of republicanism, never better manifest than in the American Revolution. The
         letters have been taken by ultraist critics[11] as evidence of a commitment to liberalism come-what-may. That is mistaken.
         Jefferson never made purchase of liberty for its own sake; liberty was always
         ineluctably linked with human happiness and progress. Yet so important did Jefferson
         deem liberty for human happiness that he argued at one point after his presidency
         in a
         letter to Monroe (18 June 1813) that every male citizen should be willing and readied
         to
         fight as a soldier on behalf of it.
      

      
      In other places, Jefferson gives different reasons for going to war. To
         Tench Coxe (1 May 1794), he writes, in somewhat chivalric fashion, of a duty to go
         to
         war, when faith or honor is tried. “We are alarmed [in Virginia] with the apprehensions
         of war, and sincerely anxious that it may be avoided; but not at the expense either
         of
         our faith or honor.” One year later, he remarks to Henry Tazewell (13 September 1795)
         that Jay’s Treaty with England had in its favor the avoidance of war, but adds, “It
         is
         an eternal truth that acquiescence under insult is not the way to escape war.” To
         newly
         elected president James Madison concerning the ever-growing tension with England,
         Jefferson says almost thirteen years later (17 March 1809), “War . . . may become
         a less
         losing business than unresisted depredation.”
      

      
      To William Carmichael and William Short (30 June 1793), as emissaries to
         Spain, Jefferson writes that the United States, a nation that loves and values peace
         and
         knows “its blessings from experience,” will attack the Creeks in force, if they will
         not
         cease their depredations.
      

      
      
         
         If we are disappointed in this appeal, if we are to be forced into a
            contrary order of things, our mind is made up. We shall meet it with firmness. The
            necessity of our position will supersede all appeal to calculation now, as it has
            done heretofore. We confide in our strength, without boasting of it; we respect that
            of others without fearing it. If we cannot otherwise prevail on the Creeks to
            discontinue their depredations, we will attack them in force. If Spain chooses to
            consider our defence against savage butchery as a cause of war to her, we must meet
            her also in war, with regret, but without fear; and we shall be happier to the last
            moment, to repair with her to the tribunal of peace and reason. The President
            charges you to communicate the contents of this letter to the Court at Madrid, with
            all the temperance and delicacy which the dignity and character of that Court render
            proper; but with all the firmness and self-respect which befit a nation conscious
            of
            its rectitude, and settled in its purpose.
         

         
      

      
      The passage shows Jefferson as both philosopher and
         politician. He has a decided preference for peace and its numerous blessings but will
         not allow the Creek Indians to continue their “savage butchery” of American settlers.
         Expansionism is his aim. Firmness is his policy.
      

      
      To James Lewis Jr. (9 May 1798), Jefferson writes of the “[t]hreat to the
         unity of the nation” as “the litmus test of national identity.” He adds: “It is our
         duty
         still to endeavor to avoid war; but if it shall actually take place, no matter by
         whom
         brought on, we must defend ourselves. If our house be on fire, without inquiring whether
         it was fired from within or without, we must try to extinguish it. In that, I have
         no
         doubt, we shall act as one man.” This letter, in conjunction with his letters to J.
         Hector St. John de Crevecoeur (1788) and Tadeusz Kościusko (1799), shows the issue
         of
         national unity and preservation of rights was always strained for Jefferson. He realized
         that there was no sense in preserving a unified nation, if that nation had neither
         regard for human rights nor for progress. Thus, the only nation worth forming was
         one
         founded on republican principles, which entails regard for human rights and allows
         for
         intellectual, moral, and political advances. Yet the first order of business was always
         self-preservation.
      

      
      Elsewhere, Jefferson countenances ends-justify-the-means thinking as warrant
         for military action. “I think it to our interest to punish the first insult,” he says
         to
         John Jay (23 August 1785), “because an insult unpunished is the parent of many others.”
         To William Carmichael (22 August 1790), he writes apropos of the Mississippi region.
         “Were we to give up half of our territory rather than engage in a just war to preserve
         it, we should not keep the other half long.”
      

      
      In short, Jefferson’s preference for peace is not unconditional. He was a
         “half-way pacifist,” writes Reginald Stuart. “[W]hile he labored to resolve disputes
         and
         achieve objectives peacefully he remained willing to resort to force if all such efforts
         failed.” Thus, “[Jefferson] was neither a scheming Machiavellian nor a pacifist, but
         a
         staunch nationalist working in what he thought was the best interest of his country.”
         So
         prominent was his nationalism that his republicanism answered to it. In that regard,
         peace would be preferable to war, if it could prove beneficial to American interests.
         Both were “tools of policy.” In that regard, Jefferson had much in common with Baron
         Henri de Jomini and Karl von Clausewitz, each of whom regarded war as an ineliminable
         aspect of political policy.[12]
         
      

      
      Stuart is right to note that Jefferson was not averse to war when
         circumstances dictated and that there are many passages in his writings where Jefferson
         entertains the advantages of war apropos of American interests or human rights, but
         neither scenario indicates pococurantism. Jefferson had a decided stance on the issue
         of
         war: War was anathema and viable only when all diplomatic efforts toward peace proved
         impossible—a point Stuart acknowledges at book’s end[13] and a point that seems mitigated by calling Jefferson a halfway
         pacifist.
      

      
      The Philosopher Meets the Politician

      
      A letter of recommendation Jefferson writes on behalf of young Strother
         Jones offers a good example of the delicacy with which Jefferson thought war ought
         to be
         fought. War for Jefferson is not a kill-or-be-killed discipline. There are acceptable
         and unacceptable means of conducting oneself during belligerence. Both custom and
         morality come into play.
      

      
      
         
         The bearer hereof, Mr. Strother Jones, son of a friend of mine, is now
            setting out for the American army to share in the defense of his country. He is from
            nature well principled, for war bold, honorable & modest: he is young also &
            will need the fatherly hand of some one to lead him thro the mazes of military
            delicacy & duty on so large a scale.[14]
            
         

         
      

      
      It is not any sort of life that is worth living, for Jefferson, but one
         where humans can flourish and flourishing is not a matter of each person acting
         independently of every other and according to personal wants. He is no subjectivist
         about happiness. Following ancient Greek and Roman philosophers, humans are rational,
         social creatures. Following Enlightenment philosophers, humans are progressive,
         free-choosing beings. It follows that the best sort of life for any person is one
         that
         balances regard for rationality and autonomy within a progressive social setting.
         It is
         not individuals that are primary entities of political analysis, but citizens—that
         is,
         individuals bound together by certain ties of moral and political affection.
      

      
      Jefferson advocates peace not because of a disposition toward pacifism—that
         is, because of patronage of the “Quaker system” and an execration of war—as some in
         his
         day claimed. He advocates peace because of a purchase of intellectual and moral
         progress. He advocates peace because republican government is government for the people
         and war is inconsistent with the prosperity and happiness of the general citizenry.
         In a
         letter to Thomas Law (15 January 1811), he elaborates:
      

      
      
         
         Peace has been our principle, peace is our interest, and peace has saved
            to the world this only plant of free and rational government now existing in it. .
            .
            . However, therefore, we may have been reproached for pursuing our Quaker system,
            time will affix the stamp of wisdom on it, and the happiness and prosperity of our
            citizens will attest its merit. And this, I believe, is the only legitimate object
            of government, and the first duty of governors, and not the slaughter of men and
            devastation of the countries placed under their care, in pursuit of a fantastic
            honor, unallied to virtue or happiness; or in gratification of the angry passions,
            or the pride of administrators, excited by personal incidents, in which their
            citizens have no concern.
         

         
      

      
      This passage betrays a break with the ancients. As the role
         of government is to ensure the happiness and prosperity of its citizens, war in that
         regard is an unrewarding business. It leads to senseless slaughter and devastation.
         Contrary to the thought of Aristotle, for instance, for whom courage was best
         illustrated by virtuous actions during war, for Jefferson, war, “unallied to virtue
         or
         happiness,” is a bête noire.
      

      
      Overall, Jefferson anticipates just warfare. Consequently, it is
         illustrative to show how his thoughts on revolution or war are in keeping with the
         propositions of just-war theory—both the principles of jus ad bellum and of
         jus in bello.
      

      
      Jus ad Bellum

      
      The principle of last resort—no just war ought to be waged other than as a
         last resort (viz., all nonviolent options must first be exhausted)—is the first
         principle of jus ad bellum. In his “Declaration for Taking Up Arms,” Jefferson
         writes of the failure of negotiations with England and the need for revolutionary
         action. “The large strides of late taken by the legislature of Great Britain towards
         establishing over these Colonies their absolute rule, and the hardiness of the present
         attempt to effect by force of arms what by law or right they could never effect, render
         it necessary for us also to change the ground of opposition, and to close with their
         last appeal from reason to arms.”[15] “I have the highest idea of the sacredness of those contracts which take
         place between nation and nation at war,” he writes to George Washington (17 July 1779),
         “and would be the last on earth to do anything in violation of them.” To Henry Dearborn
         (16 July 1810), Jefferson anticipates war with England. “I have ever been anxious
         to
         avoid a war with England, unless forced by a situation more losing than war itself.
         But
         I did believe we could coerce her to justice by peaceable means, and the Embargo,
         evaded
         as it was, proved it would have coerced her had it been honestly executed.”[16] The tenor of such passages indicates that Jefferson’s preference is to use
         every ratiocinative means of diplomatic persuasion prior to going to war. War, then,
         is
         justifiable, but only as a last resort.
      

      
      So committed to the principle of last resort was Jefferson that he believed
         it unprincipled for a declaration of war to be voiced by the executive. He writes
         to
         James Madison (21 March 1798): “A just war ought only to be waged by legitimate
         authorities—by socially sanctioned individuals or groups. We had reposed great
         confidence in that provision of the Constitution which requires two-thirds of the
         Legislature to declare war. Yet it can be entirely eluded by a majority’s taking such
         measures as will bring on war.” “As the Executive cannot decide the question of war
         on
         the affirmative side, neither ought it to do so on the negative side, by preventing
         the
         competent body from deliberating on the question,” he writes in an earlier letter
         to
         Madison (24 March 1793). Thus, it is not for the executive to declare war, for the
         legislature—a body of representatives elected by and representative of the thoughts
         of
         the citizenry—is a truer representative of the will of the people. It follows that
         Jefferson’s thoughts are consonant with the principle of proper authority: A just
         war
         ought only to be waged by legitimate authorities—by idoneous, socially sanctioned
         individuals or groups.
      

      
      “The lamentable resource of war is not authorized for evils of imagination,”
         Jefferson says in an early presidential address, “but for those actual injuries only,
         which would be more destructive of our wellbeing than war itself.”[17] “Compacts between nation and nation are obligatory on them by the same moral
         law which obliges individuals to observe their compacts,” he writes in his “Opinion
         on
         the French Treaties.” Acknowledging specific circumstances that permit contravention
         of
         a contract between persons, he acknowledges in parallel fashion specific circumstances
         that permit contravention of a contract between nations. When action consonant with
         the
         compacts is impossible or destructive to an agent or nation, when the danger is imminent
         and the degree is great, “the law of self-preservation overrules the laws of obligation
         in others.” He appeals to the head and heart of every honest person.[18] Such declarations show a deep commitment to the principle of redress: a just
         war ought only to be fought to redress a wrong suffered.
      

      
      “When wrongs are pressed because it is believed they will be borne,
         resistance becomes morality,” Jefferson writes to Madame de Stael (16 July 1807).
         That
         sentiment is in keeping with the principle of right intention, which states that a
         just
         war ought only to be fought with the right intention—that is, redressing an aboveboard
         wrong. There can be no ulterior, political motives. The American Revolution, Jefferson
         is fond of noting, was a right-intended war. “If ever there was a holy war,” he writes
         to stepson John Wayles Eppes (24 June 1813), “it was that which saved our liberties
         and
         gave us independence.” He adds, “The war of the Revolution will be sanctioned by the
         approbation of posterity through all future ages.” To William Short (28 November 1814),
         Jefferson writes that Britain left the colonies with no alternative other than war.
         “[If
         we] did not resist encroachment at some point, all will be taken from [us], and that
         more would then be lost even in dollars and cents by submission than resistance. It
         is
         the case of giving a part to save the whole, a limb to save life.” He adds, “It is
         the
         melancholy law of human societies to be compelled sometimes to choose a great evil
         in
         order to ward off a greater; to deter their neighbors from rapine by making it cost
         them
         more than honest gain . . . . Had we adopted the other alternative of submission,
         no
         mortal can tell what the cost would have been. I consider the war then as entirely
         justifiable on our part, although I am still sensible it is a deplorable misfortune
         to
         us.”
      

      
      The principle of reasonable hope says that a just war ought only to be
         undertaken if there is a reasonable chance of success. “We wish to avoid the necessity
         of going to war, till our revenue shall be entirely liberated from debt. Then it will
         suffice for war, without creating new debt or taxes,” Jefferson writes to governor
         W. C.
         C. Claiborne (29 October 1808). The sentiment is consonant with the principle of
         reasonable success, but not equivalent to it. In several statements, as we have seen
         above, Jefferson advises caution about America entering into a war prematurely, but
         it
         is likely it is not a matter of justice, but of the possibility of suffering
         devastation, and the devastation he had in mind was due to economic collapse. Yet
         Jefferson’s message consistently seems to be that reaction to oppression is a duty,
         irrespective of outcome. It is better to die for liberty than to live under despotism.
         That message comes out plainly in his impassioned letters to Small and Madison on
         the
         benefit of periodic revolutions. Thus, reasonable hope is a principle to which
         Jefferson, it seems, does not adhere. He does state, however, that any war ought to
         be
         concluded in due time so that it does not burden successive generations with the
         conflicts and debts of the current one. He says in his “Second Inaugural Address”
         that
         wars must not encroach on “the rights of future generations by burdening them with
         the
         debts of the past,” but they ought to be nothing more than “suspension of useful works”
         (i.e., rivers canals, roads, arts, manufactures, education, inter alia).[19]
         
      

      
      Finally, the principle of just peace says that a just war ought ultimately
         to be aimed only at establishing a just peace. For Jefferson, peace, not war, is the
         policy of good republican government. To Henry Middleton (8 January 1813), he writes,
         “Having seen the people of all other nations bowed down to the earth under the wars
         and
         prodigalities of their rulers, I have cherished their opposites, peace, economy, and
         riddance of public debt, believing that these were the high road to public as well
         as
         private prosperity and happiness.” In his “First Annual Message,” he says of the courage
         exhibited by American seamen in response to Tripolitan piracy: “The bravery exhibited
         by
         our citizens on [the seas] will, I trust, be a testimony to the world that it is not
         the
         want of that virtue which makes us seek their peace, but a conscientious desire to
         direct the energies of our nation to the multiplication of the human race, and not
         to
         its destruction.”[20] To James Madison (11 July 1790), he says preparation for war often
         guarantees peace. “Whatever enables us to go to war, secures our peace.” That sentiment
         he iterates in an early letter to George Washington (4 December 1788). “The power
         of
         making war often prevents it, and in our case would give efficacy to our desire of
         peace.”
      

      
      Jus in Bello

      
      Three of the principles of jus in bello are proportionality,
         discrimination, and responsibility. Proportionality states that, in a just war, the
         use
         of violence ought not to exceed the violence suffered. Discrimination states that
         in a
         just war, weapons ought to discriminate between combatants and noncombatants.
         Responsibility states that, in a just war, combatants of war are to be held accountable
         for morally vicious actions during war. All three are evident in a letter to Sir Guy
         Carleton (22 July 1779), in which he criticizes the British Governor Hamilton’s use
         of
         American Indians in retaliatory wars against Americans at Detroit. In using
         Indians—whose tactics involve savage butchery of men, women, and children on
         settlements—Hamilton himself becomes the agent of butchery. It is noteworthy, however,
         that Jefferson, in indicting Hamilton of butchery, does not sanction Hamilton’s
         execution via lex talionis, but sanctions instead strict confinement.
      

      
      
         
         He who employs another to do a deed makes the deed his own.
            If he calls in the hand of the assassin or murderer, himself becomes the assassin
            or
            murderer. The known rule of warfare of the Indian savages is an indiscriminate
            butchery of men, women and children. These savages, under this well known character,
            are employed by the British nation as allies in the war against the Americans.
            Governor Hamilton undertakes to be the conductor of the war. In the execution of
            that undertaking, he associates small parties of the whites under his immediate
            command with large parties of the savages, and sends them to act, sometimes jointly,
            and sometimes separately, not against our forts or armies in the field, but the
            farming settlements on our frontiers. Governor Hamilton is himself the butcher of
            men, women and children. I will not say to what length the fair rules of war would
            extend the right of punishment against him; but I am sure that confinement under its
            strictest circumstances, for Indian devastation and massacre must be deemed
            lenity.
         

         
      

      
      Humanitarianism is a fourth principle of jus in bello.
         Humanitarianism states that in a just war, the principles of humanitarian law ought
         to
         regulate military affairs. Dumas Malone writes that Jefferson always assumed that
         soldiers would gentlemanly conduct themselves in war. “The very fact that he was so
         humanitarian in spirit made him the more relentless whenever he believed that the
         rights
         of humanity had been violated.”[21] Gentlemanly conduct, for Jefferson, applied to conduct both in battle and
         the treatment of prisoners of war.
      

      
      The final jus in bello principle concerns the rights of soldiers. The
         rights of soldiers states that in a just war, combatants forfeit some of their rights,
         but retain others (e.g., prisoners of war are protected against acts of violence or
         intimidation). Concerning soldiers’ rights, Jefferson writes to Patrick Henry (27
         March
         1779):
      

      
      
         
         [I]s an enemy so execrable, that, though in captivity, his wishes and
            comforts are to be disregarded and even crossed? I think not. It is for the benefit
            of mankind to mitigate the horrors of war as much as possible. The practice,
            therefore, of modern nations, of treating captive enemies with politeness and
            generosity, is not only delightful in contemplation, but really interesting to all
            the world, friends, foes, and neutrals.[22]
            
         

         
      

      
      Jefferson’s own interaction with prisoners of war during his stint as
         governor of Virginia attests to his humanitarianism. “In the midst of war Jefferson
         conversed with former enemies in the international language of art, music, and
         philosophy, as well as the universal speech of human kindness,” writes Dumas Malone.
         His
         governorship interfered with this intercourse, but he often used his office to help
         such
         prisoners.[23]
         
      

      
      The Obsolescence of War

      
      Jefferson’s thinking on justly conducting wars bespeaks his purchase of
         moral progress. It also shows that he, like Immanuel Kant, was not committed to the
         inevitability of war. I touch on each issue below.
      

      
      Jefferson on Progress

      
      “Time indeed changes manners and notions,” Jefferson writes to Judge Spenser
         Roane (9 March 1821), “and so far we must expect institutions to bend to them.”
         Statements such as that as well as Jefferson’s notion of periodic constitutional
         reform[24] in keeping with the wishes of the general citizenry have given root to the
         mistaken notion, accepted by many Jeffersonian scholars[25] and addressed in chapter 2, that Jefferson was a political relativist. As a
         child of the Enlightenment, not only was Jefferson wedded to scientific progress,
         he was
         also wedded to moral and political progress. Such attachments are inconsistent with
         political relativism.
      

      
      First, it is undeniable that Jefferson—following his profound respect for
         Bacon, Locke, and Newton—was committed to the advance of knowledge. To Benjamin
         Waterhouse (3 March 1818), he writes apropos of the advances of science during his
         life.
      

      
      
         
         When I contemplate the immense advances in science and discoveries in
            the arts which have been made within the period of my life, I look forward with
            confidence to equal advances by the present generation, and have no doubt they will
            consequently be as much wiser than we have been as we than our fathers were, and
            they than the burners of witches.
         

         
      

      
      Yet Jefferson was also undeniably committed to advances in science.
         Experiments in politics, for Jefferson, were every bit as genuine as experiments in
         other disciplines—that is, politics was another sort of “science,” but just a
         slow-advancing sort of science. In a letter to John Adams (15 June 1813), Jefferson
         states that the party differences between Republicans and Federalists are to his manner
         of thinking due to progressivism and obscurantism.
      

      
      
         
         One of the questions, you know, on which our parties took different
            sides, was on the improvability of the human mind in science, in ethics, in
            government, [etc.]. Those who advocated reformation of institutions, pari passu with
            the progress of science, maintained that no definite limits could be assigned to
            that progress. The enemies of reform, on the other hand, denied improvement, and
            advocated steady adherence to the principles, practices and institutions of our
            fathers, which they represented as the consummation of wisdom, and acme of
            excellence, beyond which the human mind could never advance.
         

         
      

      
      Here he specifically points to progress not only in
         science, but also in ethics and politics—a notion iterated in another letter years
         later
         to Adams (11 January 1816). “The eighteenth century certainly witnessed the sciences
         and
         arts, manners and morals, advanced to a higher degree than the world had ever before
         seen.”
      

      
      To Samuel Kercheval (12 July 1816), Jefferson states it is imperative for
         there to be political progress at pace with scientific advance. “Laws and institutions
         must go hand in hand with the progress of the human mind. As that becomes more
         developed, more enlightened, as new discoveries are made, new truths disclosed, and
         manners and opinions change with the change of circumstances, institutions must advance
         also, and keep pace with the times.” Failure to change in accommodation to the advances
         of science, he adds, is the reason why Europe is “deluged . . . in blood.”
      

      
      Nonetheless, pursuant to his acceptance of the Greek notion of
         kairos—that there is a proper time for everything and that nothing must be
         pressed ahead of its time[26]—Jefferson cautions that one must not push moral or political progress before
         the general citizenry is readied for it. Otherwise, progress is impeded or retrograded.
         To Joel Barlow (10 December 1807), he says: “There is a snail-paced gait for the advance
         of new ideas on the general mind, under which we must acquiesce. A forty years’
         experience of popular assemblies has taught me, that you must give them time for every
         step you take. If too hard pushed, they balk, and the machine retrogrades.” “The justest
         dispositions possible in ourselves, will not secure us against war,” he writes to
         John
         Jay (23 August 1785). “It would be necessary that all other nations were just also.”
      

      
      In sum, that so much of Jefferson’s thinking on war is consonant with the
         general principle of today’s just-war theory is plain evidence of a commitment to
         political and ethical progress. “It is the happiness of modern times,” writes Jefferson,
         “that the evils of necessary war are softened by the refinement of manners &
         sentiments and that an enemy is an object of vengeance, in arms, & in the field
         only.”[27]
         
      

      
      We have an imbroglio. Progress implies movement toward some ultimate goal.
         To what was Jefferson aiming vis-à-vis his purchases of scientific, moral, and political
         progress?
      

      
      Intellectual progress and political progress for Jefferson are in service of
         his ethical aims. He writes to Peter Carr (19 August 1785), “Give up money, give up
         fame, give up science, give [up] the earth itself and all it contains, rather than
         do an
         immoral act.” He continues, “An honest heart being the first blessing, a knowing head
         is
         the second.” Jefferson always placed the heart before the head, and so it is proper
         to
         take ethics as substratal for politics and science. Thus, the aims of science and
         politics, as a branch of science, are those of ethics.
      

      
      What are the aims of ethics? Overall, they rely greatly on the notions of
         universal philanthropy, embodied in the moral preaching of Jesus, stripped of its
         supernatural fabrications; of excellence (aretē) and mental equilibrium
         (ataraxia), embodied in Greek and Roman ethical treatises; and of the
         spontaneous action of the moral sense.[28] The admixture seems an unsavory salmagundi, but the egoism of ancient
         thought and the universal philanthropy of Jesus’s teachings are reconcilable with
         the
         spontaneous activity of Jefferson’s moral sense.[29] Thus, moral progress aims at perpetual peace, prompted by universal
         beneficence.
      

      
      There is a second difficulty. It was commonly held in Jefferson’s day, as it
         was in antiquity, that a state, like a person, had a life cycle. Social theorists
         of the
         eighteenth century posited four stages of a society—the hunter stage, the herder stage,
         the farmer stage, and the urban/industrial stage—each being an improvement on the
         stage
         prior.[30] In a letter to William Ludlow (6 September 1824), Jefferson writes that a
         person on a trip from the Rocky Mountain west to the eastern seacoast would see that
         life cycle—viz., “the progress of man from the infancy of creation to the present
         day.”
         He would see, first, lawless savages, living by nature and covering themselves with
         the
         “flesh of wild beasts”; second, frontiersmen, “raising domestic animals”; third, “our
         own semi-barbarous citizens, the pioneers of the advance of civilization”; and finally,
         man in his “most improved state in our seaport towns.”
      

      
      Here Jefferson refers to what is often today called “stadial history.” It
         was a view of history held by Lord Kames, Adam Smith, and John Millar, in the manner
         sketched below, and by others, in deviant forms.[31] The four stages relate to numbers of people, amount of land they inhabit,
         and how that land is used by them. Indians live off the land without using, sustaining,
         or improving it. Being few in number and not inescapably tied to any parcel of land,
         they roam vast parcels of land to hunt and need no laws beyond the laws of nature.
         Having no land, they are too free and cannot enjoy the myriad benefits of civil society.
         Frontiersmen are more numerous than savages. No longer hunting animals, they settle
         on
         land and use it, because they need to feed themselves and feed and consume the animals
         they have domesticated. Putting their land to use, the land they need is less than
         that
         of hunters. Nonetheless, they make inefficient use of their parcels of land and are
         ever
         at the beck and call of the whimsies of nature. Agrarianists make most efficient use
         of
         the land by clearing out useless plants and growing climate- and soil-friendly plants
         for human consumption. Enriching the soil and using tested strategies like crop
         rotation, they need even less land than frontiersmen. Tied to their land and not the
         caprices of commerce, they are the most independent and dependable citizens. Last,
         there
         is Jefferson’s “most improved state,” and we must assume, given what Jefferson says
         elsewhere about urbanization apropos of the four stages,[32] he is speaking facetiously—that is, “most improved” is equivalent to
         “final.” When too many persons occupy a parcel of land, there is little opportunity
         for
         farming. Urbanites engage instead in commerce and manufacture. Overcrowding the land,
         they strip it of its resources and give nothing back to the land, whose resources
         they
         have depleted. Relying exclusively on commerce for sustenance and gain, they become
         cantankerous and bellicose.[33] That is why Jefferson believed urbanization was at odds with human
         happiness. He never said Americans would always be happy. Following the calculations
         of
         Thomas Malthus on population growth and availability of food,[34] he merely reckoned Americans could remain happy so long as there was arable
         land.[35]
         
      

      
      Thus, Jefferson, it seems, bought into the notion of social life cycles and
         the inevitability of social decay. Urban living, as exemplified in the growing seaport
         towns of America, was evidence of social maturation and the onset of decay, and the
         overpopulated nations of Europe are stellar illustrations of moribund societies, in
         which belligerence signals the inevitability of expiration. In a letter to John Adams
         (1
         June 1822), Jefferson writes of the pugnacity of the “cannibals of Europe”:
      

      
      
         
         The cannibals of Europe are going to eating one another again. A war
            between Russia and Turkey is like the battle of the kite and snake. Whichever
            destroys the other, leaves a destroyer the less for the world. This pugnacious humor
            of mankind seems to be the law of his nature, one of the obstacles to too great
            multiplication provided in the mechanism of the Universe. The cocks of the henyard
            kill one another up. Bears, bulls, rams, do the same. And the horse, in his wild
            state, kills all the young males, until worn down with age and war, some vigorous
            youth kills him, and takes to himself the harem of females.
         

         
      

      
      The Possibility of Perpetual Peace

      
      With mention of the Quaker policy, Jefferson continues his
         cannibals-of-Europe letter to Adams:
      

      
      
         
         I hope we shall prove how much happier for man the Quaker policy is, and
            that the life of the feeder is better than that of the fighter; and it is some
            consolation that the desolation by these maniacs of one part of the earth is the
            means of improving it in other parts. Let the latter be our office, and let us milk
            the cow, while the Russian holds her by the horns, and the Turk by the tail.
         

         
      

      
      Here again, we have mention of the preferability of
         agrarianism as a way of living, as it conduces toward a peaceful life. That sentiment
         is
         echoed in a letter to Jean Baptiste Say (1 February 1804), in which Jefferson speaks
         a
         preference for wholesale agrarianism at the expense of manufacture. His vision is
         Arcadian—that of a free people, spreading out over and cultivating American soil,
         while
         providing food enough for themselves and Europe for numerous years to come. Social
         decay
         seems far from his thoughts.
      

      
      Yet Jefferson also writes of the Malthusian problem[36] in his letter to Say. Populations increase geometrically; production of
         food, arithmetically. Thus, it is a matter of numbers over time. When societies mature
         and lands are overcrowded, war in inevasible. Malthus has confirmed social-states
         theory. Consequently, Jefferson seems to give the question of the inevitability of
         war a
         positive answer.
      

      
      In spite of Jefferson’s thoughts on social maturity and decay and on the
         Malthusian problem, it is enticing to surmise that, because of his purchase of moral
         and
         political progress, he was at least amenable to the possibility of the obsolescence
         of
         war and of societal decay at some future time—which, Reginald Stuart says, Jefferson
         came to disallow in time.[37] The vision expressed in his letter to Say, for instance, is just such a
         society—agrarian in nature, relatively self-sufficient, and founded on concern for
         the
         autonomy and rights of all citizens. It depicts a people so wedded to the land, so
         immersed in their own life-invigorating affairs, and so committed to learning that
         they
         have neither time nor interest in the political wrangling of other nations.[38] Moreover, the end of his letter to Ludlow too shows no commitment to the
         inevitability of decay and, thus, stadial history. He states Ludlow’s view that it
         is
         progress that has led to such social complexity that disallows human happiness.
         Jefferson corrects Ludlow and asserts it is the excessive “machinery of government,”
         not
         advance, that precludes happiness.
      

      
      Nonetheless, one must be guarded. Jefferson was forward-looking, but not so
         forward-looking. He did not think through the nuances of the possibility of lasting
         peace like he did not think through the Malthusian problem. “My occupations permit
         me
         only to ask questions,” he says to Say (1 February 1804). “They deny me the time,
         if I
         had the information, to answer them.” That his thoughts were progressive, that his
         views
         on war were consonant with almost all the principles of modern just-war theory, and
         that
         he had a distinct vision of the possibility of a peaceful society, republican in
         government and independent of the political disputes of other nations, do not imply
         that
         he had a distinct vision of lasting, global peace. One must protect against false
         attribution through gossamery inference. Surmising takes one only so far.
      

      
      Jefferson did become a member of Noah Worcester’s pacifist society. He
         writes to Worcester (29 January 1816): “[A]lthough I dare not promise myself that
         it can
         be perpetually maintained, yet if, by the inculcations of reason or religion, the
         perversities of our nature can be so far corrected as sometimes to prevent the
         necessity, either supposed or real, of an appeal to the blinder scourges of war, murder,
         and devastation, the benevolent endeavors of the friends of peace will not be entirely
         without remuneration.”
      

      
      Immanuel Kant, an older contemporary of Jefferson, did thoroughly think
         through the problem of the possibility of lasting peace, so it is profitable to examine
         Kant’s thoughts on perpetual peace and compare them to Jefferson’s inchoate thoughts.
         Some background information is needed first.
      

      
      Before Enlightenment thinking, it is fair to say that war was considered to
         be the natural state of affairs. Peace, defined in terms of war, was just that period
         of
         time when there was no war.
      

      
      The eighteenth century saw “the rejection of traditional authority in church
         and state and the elevation of reason and individual judgment as the only acceptable
         basis for both intellectual and political authority.” The German, French, English,
         and
         Scottish intellectuals behind the movement saw peace as the preservation of a balance
         between social powers.[39] Writes Michael Howard:
      

      
      
         
         They saw war not as part of the natural order or a necessary instrument
            of state power, but as a foolish anachronism, perpetuated only by those who enjoyed
            or profited by it. Their pacifist sentiment was fuelled not so much by humanitarian
            revulsion and war-weariness—few of them had any direct experience of war—as by the
            perception that war was part of an entire social system from which they wished to
            dissociate themselves and hoped ultimately to destroy.[40]
            
         

         
      

      
      Their aim was “positive peace”—a social structuring,
         founded on justice and in avoidance of war—not “negative peace”—a period of
         nonbelligerence.
      

      
      No individual did more to envisage and usher in positive peace than Immanuel
         Kant. In his Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant proposed a grounding
         principle of morality: “Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same
         time will that it should become a universal law” (§421).[41] In perhaps its most intellectually accessible form, the principle invites
         all rational beings to treat each other as ends and not means. That formulation clearly
         prohibits “mutilating, damaging, or killing” other persons and, thus, marks “the supreme
         limiting condition of every man’s freedom of action” (§429–31). In strictest language,
         there can be no such thing as a moral war.
      

      
      “Perpetual Peace,” an essay written ten years after his Grounding, is
         a natural extension and application of the deontological moral principles, derived
         from
         his grounding principle. Kant acknowledges that war, not peace, is the natural state
         of
         humans. For the possibility of a perpetual peace, he adds, governments must be
         republican.
      

      
      
         
         The sole established constitution that follows from the idea of an
            original contract, the one on which all of a nation’s just legislation must be
            based, is republican. For, first, it accords with the principles of the freedom
               of the members of a society (as men), second, it accords with the principles of
            the dependence of everyone on a single common legislation (as subjects), and third,
            it accords with the law of the equality of them all (as citizens). Thus, so far as
            right is concerned, republicanism is the original foundation of all forms of civil
            constitution (§348–50).[42]
            
         

         
      

      
      Kant then asks: What is republicanism and how does a republican constitution
         provide a foundation for perpetual peace? “Republicanism is that political principle
         whereby executive power (the government) is separated from legislative power.” It
         is at
         bottom representative, as “one and the same person can no more be at one and the same
         time the legislator and executor of his will” (§352). It allows for the possibility
         of
         perpetual peace as follows. “If (as must inevitably be the case, given this form of
         constitution) the consent of the citizenry is required in order to determine whether
         or
         not there will be war, it is natural that they consider all its calamities before
         committing themselves to so risky a game.” In a nonrepublican constitution, it is
         easy
         for the ruler of subjects to declare war, as “war does not affect his table, his hunt,
         his places of pleasure, his court festivals, and so on.” War to him is a sort of
         “pleasure party,” whose rationalization can be left to a corps of diplomats (§351).
      

      
      What militates against war? Both reason and fate do, Kant says. First,
         “[F]rom the throne of its moral legislative power, reason absolutely condemns war
         as a
         means of determining the right and makes seeking the state of peace a matter of
         unmitigated duty” (§356). Second, “[I]f we reflect on nature’s purposiveness in the
         flow
         of world events, and regard it to be the underlying wisdom of a higher cause that
         directs the human race toward its objective goal and predetermines the world’s course,
         we call it providence” (§360–1). Thus, both human reason and the hand of deity
         direct the course of human progress.
      

      
      Though an agemate of Kant, Jefferson, it is likely, did not read
         Kant.[43] Still his sentiments on moral progress and political progress are similar.
         Republican government for both is government for the people through legitimate
         representatives, and only republican government for each seems to hold the prospect
         for
         any lasting peace.
      

      
      An important difference, however, is that Kant’s vision of perpetual peace
         was volitional and rational; Jefferson’s vision was volitional and “sensory.” For
         Kant,
         perpetual peace is possible insofar as it is possible to harmonize the general will
         of a
         people with rationally binding moral imperatives. For Jefferson, perpetual peace is
         possible insofar as it is possible to harmonize self-interest with beneficence through
         obedience to the moral sense. For both, reason, through assimilation of the lessons
         of
         history, was critical for moral progress.
      

      
      In sum, Jefferson was no Kantian, and he did not think through the issue of
         perpetual peace as did Kant, but his general account of moral progress through
         refinement of the moral sense over time allows for the possibility of perpetual peace
         through moral and political advance. Limiting factors are the extent to which he bought
         into social-stages theory and the extent to which he considered the Malthusian problem
         remediable. Qua philosopher and future-oriented, there is no reason to think, with
         the
         enlightenment that comes with moral and political advance, that he believed social
         decay
         through overcrowding and competition for resources inevasible. Qua politician and
         present-oriented, he was focused on the narrower issue of establishing political
         stability through instantiation of true republicanism in his own fledgling country.
         Thus, though he lacked the depth and breadth of Kant’s philosophical vision of global
         perpetual peace, he involved himself intimately and vigorously in the local, political
         problem of instantiating ideals that could work in the present, thereby allowing for
         a
         blueprint for other peace-abiding nations, striving for lasting peace, to follow.
      

      
      “Maniacs of Another Character”

      
      Given Jefferson’s commitments to progress tempered by kairos and
         given European nations’ tendency to belligerence, what was his political policy for
         his
         fledgling nation?
      

      
      In a letter to William Wirt (3 May 1811), he considers use of force to curb
         European belligerence.
      

      
      
         
         War against Bedlam would be just as rational as against Europe, in its
            present condition of total demoralization. When peace becomes more losing than war,
            we may prefer the latter on principles of pecuniary calculation. But for us to
            attempt, by war, to reform all Europe, and bring them back to principles of
            morality, and a respect for the equal rights of nations, would show us to be only
            maniacs of another character. We should, indeed, have the merit of the good
            intentions as well as of the folly of the hero of La Mancha.
         

         
      

      
      Thus, use of arms to show the folly of use of arms is a
         false step for Jefferson.
      

      
      As he matured as a statesman, Jefferson’s express policy apropos of
         European nations generally tended toward noninvolvement in their political affairs
         and
         that amount of exchange of goods to promote friendliness and self-sufficiency, not
         interdependency. “War is not the best engine for us to resort to” he says to Thomas
         Pinckney (29 May 1797). “Nature has given us one in our commerce, which, if properly
         managed, will be a better instrument for obliging the interested nations of Europe
         to
         treat us with justice.” To James Monroe (11 June 1823), he writes, “Do what is right,
         leaving the people of Europe to act their follies and crimes among themselves, while
         we
         pursue in good faith the paths of peace and prosperity.” “The insulated state in which
         nature has placed the American continent should so far avail it that no spark of war
         kindled in the other quarters of the globe should be wafted across the wide oceans
         which
         separate us from them,” he writes a few years later to Alexander von Humboldt (6
         December 1813). His concerns were that any substantial involvement in the policies
         of
         Europe would involve them in their amaranthine political bickering and that political
         involvement would involve them in Europe’s wars and prevent growth, prosperity, and
         happiness.
      

      
      That policy of relative noninvolvement Jefferson did not apply to the
         Native Americans, the topic of chapter 11. With them, he paid mouth honor to peace.
         “The
         evils which of necessity encompass the life of man are sufficiently numerous. Why
         should
         we add to them by voluntarily distressing and destroying one another? Peace, brothers,
         is better than war. In a long and bloody war, we lose many friends and gain
         nothing.”[44] Nonetheless, his plan of an “empire for liberty,” he wrote in a letter to
         James Madison (27 April 1809), entailed a nation that covered the whole of North
         America. White Americans would eventually push their way to the Pacific coast. Yet
         Indians occupied much of that territory. Thus, as president, Jefferson’s policy toward
         American Indians was one of assimilation or extermination. Most, seeing assimilation
         entailed loss of their way of life, opted for extermination.
      

      
      Upshot

      
      The conflict between the “theoretical doctrine of right”—that is,
         morality—and the “applied doctrine of right”—that is, politics—is for Kant in “Perpetual
         Peace” a pseudoproblem. Morality, as the “totality of unconditionally binding laws
         according to which we ought to act,” is practical, because, once duty is
         acknowledged, it is absurd to say one cannot do what one acknowledges one ought to
         do.
         The perceived difficulty of reconciling politics with morality is unproblematic, once
         politicians behave pursuant to the maxim “Honesty is the best policy” (§370).
      

      
      The tension between politics and morality is for Jefferson also a
         pseudoproblem. In his “Summary View of the Rights of British Americans,” Jefferson
         brashly advises King George III: “The whole art of government consists in the art
         of
         being honest. Only aim to do your duty and mankind will give you credit where you
         fail.”[45] “Honesty and interest are as intimately connected in the public as in the
         private code of morality,” he writes to James Maury (15 June 1815).
      

      
      As does Kant, Jefferson recognizes that politics and morality are not
         independent disciplines; for each, politics is reducible to morality (or, at least,
         there is a codependency), and progress in the former depends on progress in the latter.
         Kant makes the point when he says in “Perpetual Peace,” perhaps tongue-in-cheek, that
         he
         can think of a moral politician, but not a political moralist (§372). Jefferson makes
         a
         similar point, when he writes to George Logan (12 November 1816), “The man who is
         dishonest as a statesman would be a dishonest man in any station.” It follows that
         for
         Jefferson, as for Kant, the possibility of a lasting peace is conditioned on moral
         progress.
      

      
      One significant difference, however, is that Jefferson, in his letter to
         Wirt, is averse to the use of force to prompt perpetual peace, for the good intentions
         would suffer “the folly of the hero of La Mancha.” Kant, surprisingly, is not. He
         maintains in “Perpetual Peace” that the will of all individual men is insufficient
         for
         perpetual peace. What is required is the will of all men together—that is, “the
         collective unity of combined wills” or society grasped as a unit. That, he
         says, “can begin only with force” (§371). Kant’s revelation is astonishing, as it
         shows the moralist, wedded only to willful obedience to duty, to be agreeable to the
         use
         of consequentialist reasoning in justification of deontological ends.
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      Jefferson on African Americans

      
      
         “The ground of liberty is to be gained by inches . . . we must be contented to
            secure what we can get, from time to time, and eternally press forward for what is
            yet to get. It takes time to persuade men to do even what is for their own good.”
            —TJ to Reverend Charles Clay, 27 January 1790
         

         
      

      By 1820, there were twenty-two states in the union, and the number of free and slave
         states was equal—thereby allowing each faction equal representation in the Senate,
         though the House, with the Northern states having greater population, had 105
         representatives to the eighty-one of the Southern, slave states.
      

      
      Missouri petitioned for statehood. Admission of Missouri was a volatile issue. Northerners
         objected, because Missouri was a slave state; Southerners, whose way of life depended
         on slavery, rallied for admission. Tilt in the balance of political power was at stake.
      

      
      Jefferson—a lifelong champion for emancipation of slaves, though far removed from
         his days as president—remarks on the scenario in a letter to the Marquis de Lafayette
         (26 December 1820) in a manner that both illustrates the struggle for political power
         in the union between pro- and antislavery states as well as between Federalists and
         Republicans and bespeaks Jefferson’s moral aversion to the institution of slavery:
      

      
      
         The boisterous sea of liberty indeed is never without a wave, and that from Missouri
            is now rolling towards us, but we shall ride over it as we have over all others. 
            It is not a moral question, but one merely of power. Its object is to raise a geographical
            principle for the choice of a President, and the noise will be kept up until that
            is effected. All know that permitting the slaves of the South to spread into the West
            will not add one being to that unfortunate condition, that it will increase the happiness
            of those existing, and by spreading them over a larger surface, will dilute the evil
            everywhere [the importation of slaves was banned in 1808, so no new slaves could be
            admitted to Missouri], and facilitate the means of getting finally rid of it, an event
            more anxiously wished by those on whom it presses than by the noisy pretenders to
            exclusive humanity. In the meantime, it is a ladder for rivals climbing to power.
         

         
      

      Earlier in the same year, he writes John Holmes (22 April 1820):

      
      
         The cessation of that kind of property [slavery], for so it is misnamed, is a bagatelle
            which would not cost me a second thought, if . . . a general emancipation and ex-patriation
            could be effected, and gradually and with due sacrifices, I think it might be. We
            have the wolf by the ears: and we can neither hold him, nor safely let him go. Justice
            is in one scale, and self-preservation in the other.
         

         
      

      The South’s position on slavery is wrong and immoral, Jefferson says, yet there must
         be concessions to the South, if the union is to remain a union. Unity is a more basic,
         clamorous issue than slavery.
      

      
      Jefferson’s thoughts in both letters disclose political savvy. He is abundantly aware
         of the struggle for political power between North and South and that slavery is a
         political hot potato. Jefferson’s thoughts also disclose moral sensitivity. He grants
         that slavery is wrong, but recognizes that dissolution of the union of states, as
         it would have enduring moral repercussions, would prove disastrous for the American
         experiment of a government by and for the people—an experiment, in his eyes, with
         global implications. “We exist,” he writes to Richard Rush (20 October 1820), “as
         standing proofs that a government, so modeled as to rest continually on the will of
         the whole society, is a practicable government. Were we to break to pieces, it would
         damp the hopes and the efforts of the good, and give triumph to those of the bad throughout
         the whole enslaved world.” The situation leading up to the Missouri Compromise was,
         in his eyes, not merely a political, but a moral dilemma.
      

      
      Many scholars tend to overlook or underemphasize the moral dimension of the dilemma.
         In spite of his express moral stance against slavery, Jefferson is often, in the literature
         today, accused cavalierly of being morally duplicitous: he advocated abolition, but
         he refused to manumit his own slaves for a variety of underhanded reasons. An extreme,
         though not uncommon, form of the criticism takes an actions-speak-louder-than-words
         pattern—what I call “wide-gap duplicity.” Jefferson refused to manumit his slaves,
         because he was racist, opportunistic, hypocritical, bigoted, monumentally confused,
         or self-absorbed, among other possible criticisms. Thus, his avowed antislavery stance
         is window dressing that masks insidious underlying motives that are anything but sympathetic
         to blacks. There is, consequently, a huge gap between his words and his deeds and,
         for that reason, Jefferson ought to be morally censured.
      

      
      This undertaking is a critical examination of the charge that the Jefferson behind
         his words on emancipation was incontestably and profoundly Janus-faced. I aim to show
         that though a gulf exists between words and deeds on slavery—the most volatile issue
         in the critical literature today—it is not as wide as many critics today presume.
         That in itself seems to be a modest aim, but it is really a sizable and significant
         aim, if only because existence of a wide gap, though ascribable to underlying racist
         intentions, is a great taint of a person’s character and accomplishments. Existence
         of a great taint forces reappraisal of the person and his life’s accomplishments—and
         Jefferson’s accomplishments, even his most passionate execrators must admit, were
         numerous and of a grand scale—and, generally, results in a sweeping condemnation of
         the person and a considerable minification of his accomplishments. He might have done
         many great things, but he did them for the wrong reasons, the argument goes.
      

      
      Nonetheless, great taint requires incontrovertible evidence, which I argue on the
         issue of blacks is lacking. At day’s end, Jefferson can be dubbed a hypocrite, but
         he is neither a malicious hypocrite—probably no more of a hypocrite than are most
         of us, as critics and persons of lesser abilities—nor racist.
      

      
      The vastness of the critical literature on Jefferson on slavery—especially as it relates
         to racism—prevents an exhaustive study of it. My aim, thus, is to take a representative
         sample of the literature and show that wide-gap duplicity is untenable.
      

      
      The Case for Wide-Gap Duplicity

      
      The early literature on Jefferson’s views of slavery, today’s historians admit, is
         skewed. Caleb Perry Patterson, for instance, states simply that Jefferson’s refusal
         to
         free his own slaves is out of consideration for their overall well-being.[1] Jane Louise Lyman writes, “Slavery was an evil disease on his country, but
         he wasn’t willing to kill the patient to cure the condition.”[2] She adds:
      

      
      
         There is no ground today for claims that he realized that Negroes had no place here
            or that they were inferior to the whites. Jefferson was a product of the times. The
            Negroes were still comparatively new in this country, and he admitted that his theories
            concerning them were neither iron-clad, infallible, nor certain. His opinions were
            also offered frequently, as theories. At no time were they dictated by bigotry.[3] 
         

         
      

      When scholars turn to a careful examination of Jefferson’s Notes on Virginia and several letters, they notice what strikes them as hypocrisy.
      

      
      An early salvo for racism was fired against Jefferson and the early scholarship by
         Robert McColey in his book Slavery and Jeffersonian Virginia. McColley maintained
         that Jefferson believed in Negro inferiority and that his actions betrayed a proslavery
         stance, inconsistent with his avowed abolitionism.[4]
         
      

      
      A few years later, Winthrop Jordan fired a second salvo—one that questioned
         Jefferson’s character. Jordan admitted that Jefferson hated slavery but was also
         committed to Negro inferiority and seemed bullheaded about it not having an
         environmental cause. Jordan even speculated that Jefferson’s racial views were a
         projection of his own “libidinous energy” toward black women onto them. Jefferson’s
         hatred of slavery was not morally, but politically motivated. “His heartfelt hatred
         of
         slavery did not derive so much from this harassing personal entanglement in the
         practicalities of slavery as from the system of politics in which he was enmeshed
         mentally.”[5] Jefferson was ultimately riven by “confusion [that was] at times . . .
         monumental.” On the one hand, he was committed to an orderly creation of all persons
         from a single mold and, thus, the equality of all persons. On the other hand, he was
         plagued by the deep-seated suspicion, based on observation, that Negroes were naturally
         inferior, which suggested a commitment to the inequality of all persons.[6]
         
      

      
      William Cohen, also in 1969, was not shy about labeling Jefferson “racist” and downplaying
         his commitments to liberalism and egalitarianism. He writes: “Jefferson’s practical
         involvement with the system of black bondage indicates that, while his racist beliefs
         were generally congruent with his actions, his libertarian views about slavery tended
         to be mere intellectual abstractions. This is particularly true for the years after
         1785; and to a somewhat lesser degree, it holds true for the earlier period as well.”
         He adds harshly that there was a “significant gap between his thought and action with
         regard to the abolition question.” He advocated abolition but refused to manumit his
         own slaves. He wrote an amendment to abolish slavery but kept quiet about it for five
         years. While codifying Virginia’s slave law, he added amendments for harsh provisions
         for free Negroes. Finally, his proposal to keep slavery from the western territory
         had a sixteen-year incubation period.[7]  Jefferson’s unwillingness to manumit his slaves, Cohen adds, was likely the result
         of not wanting to change his standard of living—which included wines, fine dining,
         books, and hospitality to frequent guests—and not wanting to “bring his practices
         in line with his principles.” He rationalized the gap between his thoughts and deeds
         by positing the innate inferiority of blacks.[8] 
      

      
      Nicholas Magnis unabashedly writes of Jefferson’s “overwhelming prejudice toward Blacks.”
         He is quick to point out passages in Jefferson’s corpus where the former president
         leans toward black inferiority—especially in his Notes on Virginia. He explains what he calls Jefferson’s “almost total passive” approach to slavery,
         in contrast to the energy he put into other issues, by his racism. His title says
         everything: “Thomas Jefferson and Slavery: An Analysis of His Racist Thinking as Revealed
         by His Writings and Political Behavior.”[9] 
      

      
      John Diggins has detected an inconsistency in Enlightenment thought in general. Thinkers
         like Jefferson appealed to nature for the at-birth equality of all persons but also
         appealed to experience to demonstrate black inferiority—a clear instance of racism
         or experience at odds with principle.[10] 
      

      
      John Miller appeals to racism “on both sides of the color line” as “an unalterable
         fact of American life.” He adds, “[Jefferson] was able to appreciate the strength
         of racial prejudice because, as another part of the Notes on Virginia revealed, he felt it within himself.[11] 
      

      
      Many explain Jefferson’s refusal to manumit his slaves by his egoistic hedonism. Garrett
         Ward Sheldon writes, “In Jefferson’s hierarchy of values, the emancipation of slaves
         occupied a lower position than either his personal lifestyle or the ideal republic.”[12]  Robert Dawidoff goes farther. He calls Jefferson a “limousine liberal” insofar as
         Jefferson’s avowed egalitarian liberalism did not impact his lavish personal life.[13] 
      

      
      Howard Temperly paints an historical portrait of Jefferson as an opportunist. He writes
         that Jefferson was a hypocrite on key matters (e.g., slavery, acquisitiveness, and
         self-sufficiency), perhaps more than any other president or even any other major American
         figure. He believed in liberty but purchased his freedom to pursue a life of study,
         leisure, and political engagement through the labor of numerous slaves. He advocated
         the abolition of slavery but was squeamish about ruffling public dissent through making
         known his antislavery views. He was not so much concerned with the injustice of slavery
         as he was with the possibility of a reversal of fortune—a slave uprising—and its effects
         on the stability of the union.[14]  Reflecting on Jefferson’s life at Monticello, Temperly ends harshly:
      

      
      
         To a striking degree, its design and contents mirrored the character of its owner
            being essentially European in concept, set high on an American hilltop and filled
            with an amazing variety of objects accumulated over a lifetime in a manner worthy
            of William Randolph Hearst himself. To maintain all this, he relied on the labor of
            generations of slaves whose futures he mortgaged to stave off impending bankruptcy.
            The Jefferson whose likeness appears on Mount Rushmore was, at bottom, an opportunist.
            The principle to which he was most committed was his own convenience.[15] 
         

         
      

      Finally, there is Paul Finkelman’s “Thomas Jefferson and
         Antislavery.” Though somewhat dated, it is an excellent assessment and critique of
         the
         historical literature, as it exposes many of the poorly supported claims of prior
         historians on the issue of Jefferson’s commitment to antislavery. Finkelman argues
         that
         Jefferson’s hatred of slavery is “peculiarly cramped” in that he hated slavery only
         because it corrupted white Americans (i.e., it made them tyrants and dependent on
         slave
         workers), he feared a Negro uprising that might destroy white society, and he had
         a
         “profound racism” and the institution brought blacks to America.[16] Nowhere does Jefferson express genuine sympathy for the plight of black
         slaves. Overall, Jefferson’s comparative analysis of blacks in his Notes on Virginia
            exposes his racism. Jefferson carefully observed fossils, the weather, plants,
         animals, soil, and people. Therefore, Finkelman says, he had the capacity to test
         and
         disprove some of his claims of black inferiority. He considers, for instance,
         Jefferson’s claim that blacks’ monotonous skin color might be the result of the color
         of
         their blood. Finkelman writes, “[H]e was capable of making the casual observation—or
         serious scientific investigation—necessary to prove or debunk his theory on the color
         of
         human [i.e., blacks’] blood.” He did not.[17] Racism was his reason for hebetude.
      

      
      A large number of other critics can be placed in the wide-gap-duplicity camp, but
         these instances will suffice for an examination of the tenability of the thesis.
      

      
      Critique of Wide-Gap Duplicity

      
      Wide-gap critics, denouncing Jefferson wholesale on the issue of slavery, blight his
         character. As there seem to be clear instances of actions inconsistent with his words,
         the man generating the actions and words is, for instance, opportunistic, self-absorbed,
         monumentally confused, a “limousine liberal,” and, especially, racist.
      

      
      The difficulties with such labels are three.

      
      First, some of the terms have pejorative emotive content that obscures the
         cognitive meaning. Emotive content comprises the feelings a term evokes in
         addition to its meaning, which is cognitive, not emotive. Emotive content does not
         properly belong to a term’s meaning but is somewhat accidentally attached to it through
         culturally engendered, emotively packed use (i.e., literally a misuse) of the term.
         “Racist” is especially emotively packed in America. For most of its history, nonblack
         Americans have unfairly treated blacks, due generally to perceived differences between
         blacks and nonblacks that presumably warranted treating the former as slaves or, at
         least, second-class citizens. Thus, to say “P is a racist” is minimally to say,
         “P discriminates against some race, because of ascribed differences that do
         not exist and a commitment to those differences in spite of evidence to the contrary,”
         but also suggests, due to its emotive content, something like, “P is malicious,
         hateful, and (perhaps even) prone to violence against that race, based on those
         misperceptions.” The term “limousine liberal” is even worse, as it is difficult to
         say
         what precise meaning it has, beyond the feelings conjured up by its emotive content.
         “Limousine liberal” is straightforwardly an incautious and unjustifiable smear term
         that
         betrays, through choice of words, a political agenda behind the avowed “historical
         research.” Consequently, “racist” and “limousine liberal” have no place in serious
         scholarship, whether it is of the descriptive or normative sort.
      

      
      Second, terms such as “racist” and “limousine liberal” are value judgments, not
         descriptive claims. The job of an historian is to unearth facts related to a personage,
         episode, or event and offer a plausible and consistent account of that person’s life
         or
         that episode or event that not only accommodates everything known but also presents
         itself as more plausible than existing, often inconsistent accounts of other historians.
         It is not the job of an historian to evaluate through passing judgment on a personage,
         episode, or event. The Stoic philosopher Epictetus, who was himself a former slave,
         said
         this: if someone drinks a great deal of wine, do not say that he drinks badly (i.e.,
         that he is a “drunkard”), but say that he drinks a great deal of wine. “For until
         you
         have discerned what his judgment was, how do you know whether he did it badly?” Judging
         without sure knowledge of intention is assenting to propositional content that goes
         beyond what one sees and knows.[18] Thus, there is no room in historical research, performed with integrity, to
         say, “Jefferson was racist” or “Jefferson is a limousine liberal.”
      

      
      Third, terms such as “racist” and “limousine liberal” are anachronistic. It is relatively
         easy to state, for illustration, that Jefferson—even Adams or Madison for that matter—was
         racist, just because he owned slaves. Slavery was an acceptable part of living for
         most persons living in the South. Yet most of us, if we had happened to be white,
         living in the South, and among the gentry in Jefferson’s day, would have had black
         slaves as well and would have thought little of that. Any person that passes judgment
         on Jefferson from today’s current moral perch is one who staunchly and counterfactually
         asserts himself to be someone who would have been an exception to the rule in Jefferson’s
         day, and that seems overstated, if not brash. The point is made well by David Mayer,
         who maintains that much of revisionist history is a result of “presentism”—the tendency
         to evaluate the past by the standards of the present.[19]  Presentism distorts historical understanding.[20] 
      

      
      In addition to the three difficulties, there is a disturbing tendency among some of
         today’s scholars to label uncritically those Jeffersonian scholars that are reluctant
         to jump on the racism bandwagon “racist.” For instance, in a review of Andrew Burstein’s
         Jefferson’s Secrets, Cynthia Kierner states, “Some attempts [by Burstein] to defend a contextualized
         Jefferson are eerily reminiscent of white supremacist arguments of the civil rights
         era.” The clear and absurd suggestion is that Burstein’s attempt to explain Jefferson’s
         belief in black inferiority by contextualizing Jefferson is itself a cover for Burstein’s
         own racism.[21] 
      

      
      Empiricism, Not Racism

      
      The most prevalent and damning charge against Jefferson is racism, fueled chiefly
         by the notion of black inferiority, so I allow it a fuller discussion than other charges.
         Did Jefferson consider blacks naturally inferior? If so, does that warrant the charge
         of racism?
      

      
      Jefferson’s most sustained discussion of the issue of blacks is in his Notes on Virginia. In Query XIV, Jefferson considers whether blacks should be retained and incorporated
         into the new nation. His “political” reasons are chiefly four. “Deep rooted prejudices
         by the blacks, of the injuries they have sustained; new provocations; the real distinctions
         which nature has made; and many other circumstances, will divide us into parties,
         and produce convulsions which will probably never end but in the extermination of
         one or the other race.”[22] 
      

      
      Jefferson also mentions physical and moral reasons, though physical considerations
         seem mostly to be aesthetic considerations. The skin color of blacks is a difference
         due to nature and gives blacks a lesser share of beauty. Furthermore, their form is
         less symmetrical and elegant than whites and they lack flowing hair. There is also
         less facial and bodily hair on blacks. They secrete less by their kidneys and more
         by skin glands than whites, and that produces a “very strong and disagreeable odour.”
         They seem to require less sleep than whites, as they will work all day and stay up
         late. They are more adventuresome and, at least, equally as brave as whites, both
         of which may be due to lack of forethought. They are more passionate than whites in
         sex, but less tender. In the main, they are more sensual and less reflective than
         whites. They are equal in memory to whites, inferior in reasoning, and “dull, tasteless,
         and anomalous” in imagination.[23] 
      

      
      Scrutiny of Jefferson’s analysis of blacks and his comparison of them with whites
         in his Notes on Virginia do not show prejudice, I essay to show, but instead a commitment to settle the issue
         of differences through empirical investigation,[24]  which, he admits in a letter to Henri Grégoire years later (25 February 1809), is
         “personal observation on the limited sphere of my own State, where their genius were
         not favorable, and those exercising it still less so.” Even the issue of inferiority
         of skin color, an aesthetic judgment, he broaches at least somewhat empirically. It
         is not an issue for the faculty of taste to decide. He invites readers to look at
         and examine black skin and judge for themselves.[25]  Jefferson’s conclusion of black intellectual and physical inferiority, if only provisional,
         is in keeping with the conventional thinking and science of his day. As John C. Miller
         states, it would have been remarkable if he had concluded otherwise.[26] 
      

      
      Is Jefferson’s observation of black intellectual inferiority due to nature or their
         situation? Though most Americanized blacks have been confined to tillage and their
         own society, many have had the fortune of conversation with their masters, many have
         learned handicraft arts, some have been liberally educated, and all have lived in
         countries where the arts and sciences have been considerably cultivated. He adds:
      

      
      
         But never could I find that a black had uttered a thought above the level of plain
            narration; never see even an elementary trait of painting or sculpture. In music they
            are more generally gifted than the whites with accurate ears for tune and time, and
            they have been found capable of imagining a small catch . . . . Religion indeed has
            produced a Phyllis Whately; but it could not produce a poet. The compositions published
            under her name are below the dignity of criticism.[27] 
         

         
      

      Those observations of exposure to white culture without assimilation of it suggest
         a natural cause of intellectual inferiority.
      

      
      A comparison with Jefferson’s critique of American Indians (see chapter 11) is aidful
         and shows that Jefferson places great weight on exposure to white culture.
      

      
      
         To judge of the truth of this [Indians’ want of genius], to form a just estimate of
            their genius and mental powers, more facts are wanting, and great allowance to be
            made for those circumstances of their situation which call for a display of
            particular talents only. This done, we shall probably find that they are formed in
            mind as well as in body, on the same module with the “Homo sapiens
            Europæus.”[28]
            
         

         
      

      Indians have only been observed in their own culture, which places few demands on
         their talents, and so Jefferson is willing to give them benefit of doubt. In contrast,
         blacks have been exposed to white culture and have not assimilated it. That is an
         observation that carries much weight with him, though, as I show later, it should
         not.
      

      
      Further evidence of a natural cause comes with miscegenation. “The improvement of
         the blacks in body and mind, in the first instance of their mixture with the whites,”
         he writes, “has been observed by every one, and proves that their inferiority is not
         the effect merely of their condition of life.”[29] 
      

      
      Jefferson also makes the queer claim that blacks prefer whites in much the same way
         that the male “Oranootan” [sic] prefers black women to females of his own species.[30]  The claim is often cited by critics that claim Jefferson is a racist, though it
         is seldom understood. The orangutan to the eighteenth-century mind was a fictive creature,
         much like Bigfoot today, that was said to be some seven feet tall, to live in West
         Africa, and to molest black girls and women and to keep them as slaves. In doing so,
         the orangutan was merely acting pursuant to natural inclinations. According to the
         Great-Chain-of-Being biology of the day, inferior creatures strived to raise themselves
         in the chain of creatures through sex with animals similar but superior to themselves.
         To say that orangutans preferred black women and that blacks preferred whites was
         to say that orangutans were inferior to blacks and blacks were inferior to whites
         and that both species were striving to perfect themselves. That explains fully Jefferson’s
         cavalier and queer statement that the offspring of a black and white is improved “in
         body and mind, in the first instance.” Jefferson’s “observations” here are empirical
         only insofar as they were derived from reading accounts of biologists like Lord Monboddo
         and James Burnett.[31] 
      

      
      Ascription of intellectual deficiencies notwithstanding, Jefferson considers blacks
         the moral equals of whites. “Whether further observation will or will not verify the
         conjecture, that nature has been less bountiful to them in the endowments of the head,
         I believe that in those of the heart [i.e., morality] she will be found to have done
         them justice.” Ascription of moral equality with whites might seem insignificant.
         It is not. Recall for Jefferson, Head answers to Heart; intellection to morality.
         As Jefferson says to Peter Carr (19 August 1785), give up science before doing a bad
         deed. Conceding that blacks are the moral equals of whites is a strange concession
         for a racist to make, because it is a Brobdingnagian concession. Racists are not in
         the business of making Brobdingnagian concessions.
      

      
      The tone throughout the comparison with whites and his judgment about blacks are starkly
         unfavorable and, as we know today, wrong. Nonetheless, his judgment is decidedly empirical,
         not prejudicial. There is no prejudging. That is the issue scholars today do not see,
         disregard, or pooh-pooh. One may fault Jefferson on the result of his analysis—that
         is, on his evidence being insufficient and biased—but it is empirically driven and
         labile, not prejudicial. Jefferson writes on the difficulties of assessing black intelligence:
      

      
      
         The opinion, that they are inferior in the faculties of reason and imagination, must
            be hazarded with great diffidence. To justify a general conclusion, requires many
            observations, even where the subject may be submitted to the Anatomical knife, to
            Optical glasses, to analysis by fire, or by solvents. How much more then were it is
            a faculty, not a substance, we are examining; where it eludes the research of all
            the senses; where the conditions of its existence are various and variously combined;
            where the effects of those which are present or absent bid defiance to calculation;
            let me add too, as a circumstance of great tenderness, where our conclusion would
            degrade a whole race of men from the rank in the scale of being which their Creator
            may perhaps have given them. To our reproach it must be said, that though for a century
            and a half we have had under our eyes the races of black and of red men, they have
            never yet been viewed by us as subject of natural history. I advance it therefore
            as a suspicion only, that the blacks, whether originally a distinct race, or made
            distinct by time and circumstances, are inferior to the whites in the endowments both
            of body and mind. It is not against experience to suppose, that different species
            of the same genus, or varieties of the same species, may possess different qualifications.[32] 
         

         
      

      Those persons quick to brand Jefferson “racist” tend to vilipend
         such passages.
      

      
      Andrew Burstein typifies such scholarly disregard. In Jefferson’s Secrets, he argues that the passage is a mere “liberal moment”—a “rhetorical bow to the scientific
         method.”[33]  Jefferson’s Notes on Virginia, as I have shown in chapter 6, is suffuse with rhetorical bows, as it is chock-full
         of hypothetico-deductive reasoning, but that seems to escape his notice. Burstein
         examines Jefferson’s Notes on Virginia only to show that Jefferson’s view of black inferiority disallowed a genuine relationship
         between unequals.[34] 
      

      
      In later writings too, consistent with his purchase of empiricism, Jefferson shows
         open-mindedness and lability on the issue and is willing to consider an environmental
         explanation of black intellectual inferiority. Writing to General Chastellux a few
         years later (7 June 1785), he intimates that the cause of black inferiority might
         be nurture. “I have supposed the black man, in his present state might not be in body
         and mind equal to the white man; but it would be hazardous to affirm, that, equally
         cultivated for a few generations, he would not become so.” Six years later, he writes
         to Benjamin Banneker (30 August 1791), a black astronomer and surveyor:
      

      
      
         No body wishes more than I do to see such proofs as you exhibit, that nature has given
            to our black brethren, talents equal to those of the other colors of man, and that
            the appearance of a want of them is owing merely to the degraded condition of their
            existence, both in Africa & America. I can add with truth, that no body [sic] wishes more ardently to see a good system commenced for raising the condition both
            of their body & mind to what it ought to be, as fast as the imbecility of their present
            existence, and other circumstance which cannot be neglected, will admit.
         

         
      

      To the Marquis de Condorcet (30 August 1791), Jefferson says, “I shall be delighted
         to see these instances of moral eminence so multiplied as to prove that the wont of
         talents observed in [blacks], is merely the effect of their degraded condition, and
         not
         proceeding from any difference in the structure of the parts on which intellect
         depends.” In a letter to Henri Grégoire (25 February 1809), he adds:
      

      
      
         My doubts were the result of personal observation on the limited sphere of my own
            State, where the opportunities for the development of their genius were not favorable,
            and those of exercising it still less so. I expressed them therefore, with great hesitation;
            but whatever be their degree of talent it is no measure of their rights.
         

         
      

      The charge of racism, based on the natural inferiority of blacks, is
         difficult to sustain. For the charge of racism to obtain, Jefferson’s views must be
         prejudicial: There must be evidence of prejudging and—and this is a significant
         conjunct—the prejudging must be indifferent to evidence to the contrary.
         Jefferson’s judgments on race were the result of observations, predominantly in his
         own
         state, through sustained interaction with blacks. Clearly such observations were
         insufficient in number—he admits as much—and unvaried. He assumes the standards of
         Western culture are an adequate measuring stick, does not in his Notes on Virginia
            give sufficient weight to environmental factors—viz., the oppressive and inhumane
         state in which blacks in the South lived—and his purchase of Kamesian progressive
         morality is in the background.[35] Moreover, though clearly empathic at times, he might reasonably be accused
         of failing to be fully empathic. In tending to rule out situation as a cause of black
         inferiority, he does not consider the stultifying effects of the institution of slavery
         on the collective will of a people. Nonetheless, Jefferson’s judgments are data driven,
         not prejudicial. He consistently avows a position of lability, which is inconsistent
         with racism.
      

      
      Following Douglas Wilson in his excellent paper “Thomas Jefferson and the Character
         Issue,” one must concede that Jefferson did not “make adequate allowance for the conditions
         in which blacks were forced to live . . . .” Yet he did not conclude, as did many
         others of his day—and this is an especially significant point—that “blacks were fit
         only for slavery.” He consistently championed their emancipation and their education.[36] 
      

      
      Were he alive today, I think it safe to say Jefferson would happily admit his assessment
         was hasty. I think too he would congratulate blacks on integrating themselves in American
         culture with such amnesty vis-à-vis the injustices done to their race.
      

      
      Other Charges

      
      The Monumental-Confusion Thesis

      
      In White over Black, Winthrop Jordan writes:
      

      
      
         Jefferson’s confusion [on the issue of slavery] at times became monumental. On the
            one hand he had intellectually derived his belief in human equality from the existence
            of an orderly creation which had shaped every nature species each to its mold; and
            on the other he possessed a larger unquestioning faith, strengthened by his political
            experience, which predisposed him toward equality. The problem of the Negro’s intellect
            stripped these approaches of their apparent congruity. For he could not rid himself
            of the suspicion that the Negro was naturally inferior. If this were in fact the case
            [sic], then it was axiomatic that the Creator had so created the Negro and no amount of
            education or freedom or any other tinkering could undo the facts of nature. Thus Jefferson
            suspected that the Creator might have in fact created men unequal; and he could not
            say this without giving his assertion exactly the same logical forces as his famous
            statement to the contrary. His science-theology rammed squarely into his larger faith,
            and the result was intellectual wreckage.[37] 
         

         
      

      It is clear that Jefferson was committed to human equality, granted
         by nature, and was politically bent toward equality. Inferiority of black intellection,
         however, he consistently held merely as a “suspicion” based on limited and unvaried
         observations. It is clear that the suspicion lingered with Jefferson throughout his
         years and, thus, black inferiority was a challenge to human equality. That he failed
         to
         resolve the tension between his commitment to human equality and his suspicion of
         black
         inferiority in his lifetime is likely true, but that need not show “monumental
         confusion” or “intellectual wreckage.” Imagine a committed atheist that chances to
         read
         David Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, which shows her that some
         variants of the argument from design are not so foolish. The atheist now has doubts
         and
         settles on agnosticism. Agnosticism is cold comfort, but it is the best she can do
         intellectually to preserve integrity on an indescribably thorny issue. The agnostic
         neither considers herself monumentally confused, nor does she consider her inability
         to
         decide the issue to be intellectual wreckage. The evidences at her disposal at that
         time
         of her life just do not sway her one way or another. Similarly, Jefferson was content
         that time would decide the issue, once blacks were emancipated, and that emancipation
         was an inevitable result of moral progress. Even if blacks should prove over time
         to be
         intellectually inferior, they would still be moral equals to nonblacks and deserving
         of
         the same rights.[38] That sentiment he expresses plainly in his letter to Grégoire (25 February
         1809). “Whatever their degree of talent, it is no measure of their rights. Because
         Sir
         Isaac Newton was superior to others in understanding, he was not therefore lord of
         the
         person or property of others.”
      

      
      Jefferson’s “Intellectual Abstractions”

      
      William Cohen maintains that Jefferson’s deeds were so far removed from his words
         that his words amounted to mere “intellectual abstractions.” His reasoning is as follows.
      

      
      
         On the whole, however, there was a significant gap between his thought and action
            with regard to the abolition question. He fully believed that it was morally and politically
            evil to hold another man in slavery, but he continued to do so. Believing that bondage
            should be abolished, he wrote an amendment which would have accomplished this gradually.
            But he kept it a secret for fear the public was not ready. Meanwhile, he codified
            Virginia’s slave law and added to it harsh provisions aimed against free Negroes.
            He agreed to the desirability of keeping slavery out of the western territory, but
            his proposal would have allowed the disease a sixteen-year incubation period.[39] 
         

         
      

      Cohen’s view too is refragable, because he argues not just for a gap but for a
         “significant gap” between Jefferson’s words and deeds on slavery. That Jefferson
         campaigned consistently for slavery without manumitting his slaves is clear and shows
         a
         gap between words and actions. It is also clear that there were certain provisions
         in
         Jefferson’s codification of Virginia’s slave law[40] (1776) that were harsh. Finally, Jefferson was known, in extreme instances,
         to treat harshly runaway slaves.
      

      
      One must keep in mind that Jefferson, following Kames, was a progressivist about morality.
         He was also staunchly committed to kairos—that is, things happening in their own time or at the right time and place. He was
         never willing to force an issue before its time. Writing to Dr. Price (7 August 1785)
         about a pamphlet on slavery, Jefferson says:
      

      
      
         Southward of the Chesapeake, your [anti-slavery] pamphlet will find but few readers
            concurring with it in sentiment on the subject of slavery. From the mouth to the head
            of the Chesapeake, the bulk of the people will approve it in theory, and it will find
            a respectable minority to adopt it in practice; a minority which for weight and worth
            of character preponderates against the greater number, who have not the courage to
            divest their families of a property which, however, keeps their conscience unquiet.
         

         
      

      To Dr. Walter Jones (31 March 1801), he writes, “We see the wisdom of Solon’s remark,
         that no more good must be attempted than the nation can bear.” To Pierre Samuel du
         Pont de Nemours, he states (18 January 1802), “[T]he habits of the governed determine
         in a great degree what is practicable.” To James Heaton (20 May 1826), he writes:
      

      
      
         [Slavery] is one on which I do not permit myself to express an opinion, but when time,
            place, and occasion may give it some favorable effect. A good cause is often injured
            more by ill-timed efforts of its friends than by the arguments of its enemies. Persuasion,
            perseverance, and patience are the best advocates on questions depending on the will
            of others. The revolution in public opinion which this cause requires, is not to be
            expected in a day, or perhaps in an age; but time, which outlives all things, will
            outlive this evil also.
         

         
      

      Dumas Malone sums: “There was no need for such an optimist to be in a hurry. He was
         confident that time was fighting for his ideas, and that human progress was certain,
         if only tyranny and artificial obstructions were removed.”[41] 
      

      
      Along with a commitment to kairos, Jefferson was also committed to rule of
         the people, through representatives chosen by them, and laws that were sanctioned
         by
         public consent. Those were not just political commitments, they were also moral
         commitments. The issue of slavery was divisive, and the people of America were (roughly)
         equally divided on the issue. Forcing the issue before kairos would prove
         disastrous. Keeping the nation together at this critical time was more important than
         solving the imbroglio of slavery. Jefferson’s deeds, therefore, were not so removed
         from
         his words. For more on kairos, see M. Andrew Holowchak, Framing a Legend:
            Exposing the Distorted History of Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings (Amherst,
         NY: Prometheus Books, 2012).
      

      
      Arguments from Self-Absorption and Chameleonism

      
      The argument from self-absorption has many variants. William Cohen maintains that
         Jefferson did not manumit his slaves because of his commitment to an aristocratic
         manner of living, which included wine, sumptuous dining, frequent visitors, and books.
         He does acknowledge that, in those things, Jefferson was no different from most others
         with wealth at his time. Robert Dawidoff accuses Jefferson of being a “limousine liberal”—that
         is, one who preaches equality yet does so from the back seat of his “limousine.” Why
         that should prove so troubling for Dawidoff is difficult to ascertain, for elsewhere
         he states Jefferson’s worldview comprises “Jeffersonian fictions” that take place
         in the “Virginia of his imagination”—a farrago of “fact and theory”—and adds that
         his “notions of virtue and self-control and republican and enlightened citizenship”
         are the products of his “fiction of self.” All historical figures are, it seems, mired
         in the fictions of their day. Jefferson, it seems, is worse off: He is presumably
         so out of touch with the fictions of his day that he is mired in solipsistic fashion
         in fictions of his own cloud-cuckoo-land. Garrett Ward Sheldon argues, in effect,
         that Jefferson had mistaken values. His personal lifestyle and his “ideal republic”—“ideal”
         presumably because instantiation of equality through emancipation and manumission
         were not worth pursuing vigorously—took center stage.
      

      
      Howard Temperly’s argument from opportunism can be dealt with here too, since my response
         to it is the same as my response to the charge of self-absorption. He labeled Jefferson
         an opportunist and stated starkly and unabashedly, “The principle to which he was
         most committed was his own convenience.”[42] 
      

      
      It is true that Jefferson expressed a preference for withdrawal to his own affairs
         to public service, which he expressly abhorred.[43] It is true that he loved books, sumptuous dining, visitors, and good
         wine—though he ate lightly and drank sparingly. It is true that he treated runaway
         slaves harshly and often spoke of slaves in Aristotelian language—that is, as property.
         It is true that he could not have sustained his manner of living and forestalled
         creditors without slave labor. It is true that he sometimes avoided the topic of slavery
         for political purposes.
      

      
      Nonetheless, the following things must be said as an apologia for Jefferson. First, in spite of his express dread of public service and his preference
         for retirement to his own affairs along with the perks of such retired living, he
         devoted his salad years to public service to the neglect of his estates, his family,
         and other personal affairs. He retired permanently to his affairs only after his second
         term as president in 1809, at the age of sixty-six, and much of his retirement was
         planning and overseeing construction of the University of Virginia.[44]  Second, he wrote the “Declaration of Independence,” which set the stage for emancipation—thereby
         making it all but inevitable. Third, he fought vigorously and ceaselessly for government
         by the people and for the people, through nonmeddlesome government whose chief function
         was to uphold citizens’ rights. Fourth, he worked successfully at religious toleration
         and hard at educational reform. Fifth, he campaigned for the abolition of slavery
         all his life and called the institution of slavery “a perpetual exercise of the most
         boisterous passions.”[45]  Sixth, he generally treated his slaves with dignity and respect and fed, clothed,
         and housed them well.[46]  Seventh, he admitted that he sometimes publicly avoided the issue of slavery for
         political purposes, but avoidance, I have argued, was mere postponement—a matter of
         waiting for the right time to act “with decisive effect.”[47]  Eighth, in “retirement,” he dutifully attended to all correspondence—a burdensome
         task that he disliked, because it chained him to his writing desk for hours and kept
         him from reading.[48]  Overall, given Jefferson’s demonstrated record on behalf of the American Revolution,
         emancipation, equal rights for all people, educational reform, and religious toleration,
         inter alia, it is presumptuous to call him opportunist and it is rash and irresponsible to the
         point of contempt to assert he was chiefly wedded to “his own convenience.”[49]  Such “revisionist” history—more contrarianist than revisionist—itself needs revision.
      

      
      Moral Progressivism

      
      It is Jefferson’s purchase of Kames’s moral theory, according to Ari Helo and Peter
         Onuf, that explains why Jefferson acted as he did when it came to slavery. Kames believed
         that moral law was nothing other than a “gradual refinement of the original law of
         nature, accommodating itself to the improved state of mankind.” This law of nature—a
         law of human nature—is not stationary, but varies with man’s nature, which undergoes
         refinements over time.[50] 
      

      
      For Kames, all persons have sympathetic social affections in a “system of benevolence”
         that guides moral activity. Humans are social creatures, moral activity is essentially
         social behavior, and refinements of individuals’ moral sense go hand-in-hand with
         refinements in socially conditioned standards of justice, shaped by the former. Refinements
         allow for moral progress over time. Write Helo and Onuf, “History . . . appears not
         only as the narrative of man but as the very process by which morality is actualized.”
         Refinements in moral sense can also result in changes to human nature.[51] 
      

      
      Kames’s notion of refinements, culturally conditioned, allowed Jefferson to make cross-cultural
         comparisons. It allowed for criticism of George III’s refusal to allow the colonists
         the rights of those in England. It allowed for criticism of the indulgences of the
         French lifestyle. Likewise, it allowed for criticism of African Americans. For Jefferson,
         it is the key notion of refinements that is wanting from African Negroes. They are
         as equipped by nature with the moral sense, but it is an unrefined, brutish sense,
         because they are, in his estimation, uncivilized or culturally retarded.[52]  That does not make them morally lax. It is just that their moral sense is conditioned
         to more primitive social conditions. Thus, they are ill-equipped to integrate in European
         or American culture, as the result of such an integration could only be, in best scenario,
         retrograde and, in worse scenario, civil strife.[53] 
      

      
      Thus, Jefferson’s emancipation project, following Kames, was historical, not a “transhistorical
         ideal of universal benevolence.” Helo and Onuf add, “[M]oral problems always arise
         within particular historical frameworks and . . . effective solutions depend on taking
         historical reality into account. Man was always bound to find himself practicing morality
         in some historically circumscribed role.”[54] 
      

      
      Was Jefferson’s view of Negroes, given his purchase of Kames, racist? On the one hand,
         Helo and Onuf seem to say it was not. Jefferson shared the “racist suspicions” of
         white society, but his take of those suspicions is to be “qualified by his skepticism
         about the present state of natural sciences.”[55]  Elsewhere, they state expressly that it was. “The idea that Jefferson’s ‘observations’
         about his slaves could warrant the ‘suspicion’ that their faculties were naturally
         inferior was clearly racist or, to use his own term, hopelessly biased. It could not
         be reconciled with his own conception of moral development through history.”[56] 
      

      
      Why could it not be reconciled? Helo and Onuf admit that Jefferson based his conclusions
         of the moral retardation of Negroes on comparative observations. He also deemed it
         unfair to “follow them to Africa” and judge their morality in the context of their
         own culture. Instead, they were to be judged by the context of Western culture. That,
         they assert, was Jefferson’s mistake.[57] 
      

      
      There are problems with this critique of Jefferson’s views of slavery.

      
      First, why should it be so problematic for Jefferson to judge blacks by the
         standards of Western culture instead of their own African culture? Following Kames,
         Jefferson gives illustrations of moral refinements within Western culture, so Western
         culture itself admits of comparative analysis over time. To insist through observation
         that Negroes give evidence of lack of refinement by the canons of Western culture
         in
         Jefferson’s day is to argue in effect that blacks are comparable to whites at an earlier
         stage of cultural and moral refinement. It might be a false claim, but why should
         it be
         so problematic—at least when it comes to understanding Jefferson’s thinking? Why,
         then, is it an instance of a failure of reconciliation with Jefferson’s historical
         and
         progressive conception of morality? If anything, it accords with his conception.
      

      
      Second, Jefferson’s observations were clearly unvaried—he admitted as much in his
         1809 letter to Grégoire—but that is not to say they were “racist” or “hopelessly biased.”
         Jefferson’s observations too were insufficiently large—he stated that in Query XIV—for
         him to pass cogent judgment. Jefferson was sufficiently savvy to know that there are
         limits to generalizations based on experience. His conclusion, thus, that the differences
         between blacks and whites are natural must be taken as Jefferson meant it to be taken—cum grano salis, not categorically.
      

      
      Racism is sustainable only if Jefferson was wedded to black inferiority irrespective
         of any available or conceivable evidence to the contrary. That is what it means for
         a generalization, based on evidence, to be “hopelessly biased” or “racist.” Jefferson’s
         observations were biased, but not hopelessly and not to the point of irreversibility.
         In consequence, he can be faulted for incautious induction, but racism is an overstrong,
         unsupportable charge.
      

      
      Emancipation and Expatriation

      
      The largest puzzle linked to Jefferson’s view of emancipation is his insistence from
         his Notes on Virginia onward that expatriation is a conditio sine qua non for the imbroglio of blacks. It is easy to be sympathetic with Jefferson’s constant
         moral indignation concerning slavery and his devotion to emancipation. What is puzzling
         is his steadfast insistence there is no other reasonable option than expatriation,
         given its sizable expense and the need and added expense of importing and paying whites
         to do the labor of the expatriated blacks.[58] 
      

      
      Jefferson’s most exhaustive explanation of expatriation, we have seen, is in his Notes on Virginia. There he lists among his political reasons for expatriation whites’ prejudices, blacks’
         recollection of injuries, and natural differences.[59]  A common etiological thread, one discovers, is fear of reprisal. Blacks are different
         from (i.e., inferior to) whites, there is tension between them, and the tension over
         time will doubtless lead to a civil war in which one race or the other will be exterminated.
      

      
      Query VIII tells us that the number of whites to blacks is 296,852 to 270,762—roughly,
         11 to 10. At the end of Query VIII, he writes:
      

      
      
         Under the mild treatment our slaves experience, and their wholesome, though coarse,
            food, this blot in our country increases as fast, or faster, than the whites. During
            the regal government, we had at one time obtained a law, which imposed such a duty
            on the importation of slaves, as amounted nearly to a prohibition, when one inconsiderate
            assembly, placed under a peculiarity of circumstance, repealed the law . . . . In
            the very first session held under the republican government [with the overthrow of
            the regal government], the assembly passed a law for the perpetual prohibition of
            the importation of slaves. This will in some measure stop the increase of this great
            political and moral evil, while the minds of our citizens may be ripened for a complete
            emancipation of human nature.[60] 
         

         
      

      The “blot” to which Jefferson refers is as much the number of
         slaves as it is slavery. At an 11-to-10 white-to-black ratio and with the number of
         slaves increasing equal to or faster than the number of whites, it is no surprise,
         then,
         that Jefferson turns to the issue of the number and condition of the militia in the
         next
         query—Query IX.[61] Fear of reprisal is in the back of Jefferson’s mind. Revolts and revolutions
         were, as it were, in the air, and Jefferson was especially chary of British enticement
         of them.[62] He says in Query XVIII, “The way, I hope, is preparing, under the auspices
         of heaven, for a total emancipation, and that this is disposed, in the order of events,
         to be with the consent of the master, rather than by their extirpation.”[63] “If something is not done,” he writes to St. George Tucker (28 August 1797),
         “and soon done, we shall be the murderers of our own children . . . . [T]he
         revolutionary storm, now sweeping the globe, will be upon us, and happy if we make
         timely provision to give it an easy passage over our land.” For instance, a
         twenty-four-year-old free black man by the name of Gabriel planned an insurrection
         in
         Richmond on August 30, 1800. The plot was disclosed. Dozens of revolutionaries were
         arrested. Twenty-five blacks were hanged. Jefferson was appalled by the hangings.
         Consequently, expatriation is the only solution.[64]
         
      

      
      One can fault Jefferson for lack of imagination here. Why not integrate them into
         white society and solve the problem of reprisal through miscegenation? That is just
         what he proposed to do with American Indians.[65] 
      

      
      As William Richardson notes, it could be merely a matter of numbers. Blacks outnumbered
         Indians by a greater than seven-to-one ratio, so Indians did not pose the threat that
         blacks did. So miscegenation of Indians, even if they were naturally inferior, would
         not taint the offspring as would miscegenation with blacks.[66] 
      

      
      A second reason was aboveboard fear of taint through miscegenation. Though Jefferson’s
         “suspicion” of black intellectual inferiority was for him literally a hypothesis that
         awaited the confirmation or disconfirmation of history, there is good reason to think
         he believed it would be confirmed—that is, that he was, at least tentatively, committed
         to its truth. In Query XIV, he states that Roman slaves, when freed, could mix with
         their masters without staining the blood of their masters. With blacks, it could be
         otherwise.[67]  Earlier in the same query, the uncertainty is absent. Miscegenation between blacks
         and whites immediately improves the offspring.[68]  Jefferson’s dismissal of miscegenation with blacks also explains two proposed revisions
         of Virginia laws vis-à-vis slavery: that a white woman having a child by a black must
         leave the state within a year and that no marriage between a white person and a black
         person will be recognized by the state.[69] 
      

      
      Jefferson’s commitment to black intellectual inferiority also explains the paternalistic
         manner in which he often speaks of blacks. “To give liberty to, or rather, to abandon
         persons whose habits have been formed in slavery,” he writes to Edward Bancroft (26
         January 1789), “is like abandoning children.” Many years later, he says in a letter
         to Edward Coles (25 August 1814):
      

      
      
         My opinion has ever been that, until more can be done for them, we should endeavor,
            with those whom fortune has thrown on our hands, to feed and clothe them well, protect
            them from all ill usage, require such reasonable labor only as is performed voluntarily
            by freemen, & be led by no repugnancies to abdicate them, and our duties to them.
            The laws do not permit us to turn them loose, if that were for their good: and to
            commute them for other property is to commit them to those whose usage of them we
            cannot control.
         

         
      

      In his later years, Jefferson’s optimism that blacks could be emancipated and expatriated
         in his lifetime waned. He was unwilling to take up the cause of emancipating and expatriating
         slaves. The reason is the number of obstacles encountered over the years—foremost
         among them being public resistance to emancipation[70]  and recognition of the tremendous costs involved.[71]  In 1805, he writes to William Burwell (January 28) that the time is not right.
      

      
      
         I have long since given up the expectation of any early provision for the extinguishment
            of slavery among us. There are many virtuous men who would make any sacrifices to
            effect it, many equally virtuous who persuade themselves either that the thing is
            not wrong, or that it cannot be remedied, and very many with whom interest is morality
            [i.e., those who recognize its immorality, but think sympathy is equivalent to action].
            The older we grow, the larger we are disposed to believe the last part to be.
         

         
      

      In 1817, he writes to Dr. Thomas Humphreys (February 8) concerning kairos:

      
      
         Personally I am ready and desirous to make any sacrifices which shall insure their
            gradual but complete retirement from the States, and effectually . . . establish them
            elsewhere in freedom and safety. But I have not yet perceived the growth of this disposition
            in the rising generation, of which I once had sanguine hopes. No symptoms inform me
            that it will take place in my day. I leave it to time . . . .
         

         
      

      In 1825, Jefferson wrote Frances Wright (August 7), who appealed to
         Jefferson for any sort of assistance on the issue of blacks’ emancipation. Wright
         wished
         to establish a southern, biracial community, in which blacks and whites would be treated
         as equals. Jefferson, who was then eighty-two years of age, excused himself because
         of
         his years. “The abolition of the evil is not impossible; and it ought never to be
         despaired of. Every plan should be adopted, every experiment tried, which may be
         something towards the ultimate object.” The time presumably was still not right. Yet
         gone, it seems, were insistence on expatriation and the taboo of miscegenation.
      

      
      Upshot

      
      Jefferson, whose political views were shaped by a philosophical vision of the good
         life that was an admixture of ancient virtue ethics and Enlightenment liberalism,
         was kept from doing more on the issue of slavery, an ethically charged issue for Jefferson,
         for political and certain moral reasons. His celebrated statement on the Missouri
         Compromise to John Holmes (22 April 1820) reveals everything. “We have the wolf by
         the ears: and we can neither hold him, nor safely let him go. Justice is in one scale,
         and self-preservation in the other.” First, Southern agrarianism depended on slave
         labor. The invention of the cotton gin made slave labor profitable and showed that
         free markets and improvements in technology would not make slavery disappear, as Jefferson
         had hoped.[72]  The Missouri Compromise controversy functioned to highlight the economic need of
         slaves for Southern agrarianism and the subsequent political dimension of slavery.
         In addition, there were changes in the Republican Party that shifted it toward Federalism
         and its centralist, big-government tendencies. There was restoration of the National
         Bank, protective tariffs to assist Northern manufactures, expansion of the army and
         navy, and greater centralization of authority in Washington to involve itself in states’
         concerns.[73]  
      

      
      In short, given his commitment to emancipation and expatriation, the issue was always kairos: He recognized that freeing slaves at a time when proslavery sentiment was strong could
         do more harm than good. The survival of the union, inflamed by political divisiveness
         from the beginning, was always an issue and one with moral implications. Jefferson
         was unwilling to “see again Athenian and Lacedemonian confederacies” do battle to
         settle the issue.[74]  In the meantime, there was the problem of revolts. Recognizing that he would not
         see the emancipation and expatriation of slaves in his day, he took advantage of slaves’
         labor in retirement to essay to pay massive debts[75]  and ease his life.
      

      
      It is beyond question that there was a gap between Jefferson’s thoughts and deeds
         on the issue of slavery. Yet it is also beyond question that many of his deeds, especially
         earlier in his political career, were aimed at its abolition and that he consistently
         spoke of slavery as a moral abomination. It is also beyond question that Jefferson
         fully respected the right of all citizens to speak out on political issues and bought
         into the notions that political decisions ought to reflect majority opinion of citizens
         and that slavery was a divisive issue that threatened the existence of the union of
         states—a thorny issue with veiled moral dimensions.
      

      
      As critics on this difficult issue, we often tend to forget the many years of Jefferson’s
         duty to his country, to the neglect of his family and other personal affairs, and
         the many other issues with which he was involved with an eye to social and political
         improvement. His published defense of the American continent in his Notes on Virginia in light of Buffon’s speculative criticisms, his lifelong fight for educational reform
         to instantiate true participatory republicanism, and his bill for religious freedom
         are just a few of numerous examples. As critical researchers of Jefferson, I suspect
         that hasty and wholesale condemnation of Jefferson on slavery or any other issue is
         a better barometer of our ignorance and our hypocrisy, not his. Against his record
         of involvement and accomplishment, we must ask: what have we done? Otherwise it is we, qua critics, who deserve the label “hypocrite.”
      

      
      The key question, which unfortunately cannot be given a definitive answer because
         it concerns a counterfactual scenario, is this: were Jefferson alive today, would
         he still be committed to black intellectual inferiority? Given the overwhelming evidence
         of blacks’ numerous intellectual achievements that exists today, the answer, I am
         sure, is he would not. Yet that is a question that his harshest critics refuse to
         entertain.
      

      
      One difficulty is that Jefferson is not alive today. Another is that none of us today
         lived in Jefferson’s time, and our ignorance of those times makes us unfit judges
         on this issue. Leonard Levy aptly sums, “I have . . . ignored the strain of racism
         in Jefferson’s thought simply because he cannot be held responsible for having been
         born a white man in eighteenth century Virginia.”[76] 
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      Jefferson on American Indians

      
      
         “[O]ur strength and their weakness is now so visible that they must see we have only
            to shut our hand to crush them, and that all our liberalities to them proceed from
            motives of pure humanity only. Should any tribe be fool-hardy enough to take up the
            hatchet at any time, the seizing the whole country of that tribe, and driving them
            across the Mississippi, as the only condition of peace, would be an example of
            others, and a furtherance of our final consolidation.” —TJ to William Harrison, 27
            Feb. 1803
         

         
      

      Jefferson, in a letter to John Adams (11 June 1812), writes mawkishly of memories
         of
         the great Cherokee warrior and orator Outassete[1]—a frequent guest of Jefferson’s father. He relates that on one occasion, as
         a young boy, he saw Outassete’s farewell oration to his people before the warrior
         embarked on a trip to England. The moon, to which the warrior seemed to speak, was
         “full
         of splendor.” Jefferson adds, “His sounding voice, distinct articulation, animated
         actions, and the solemn silence of his people at their several fires, filled me with
         awe
         and veneration, altho’ I did not understand a word he uttered.” Jefferson then stops
         unexpectedly and begins to write of the Cherokees’ current status, which, according
         to
         his own wishes for them, is in his eyes considerably improving.
      

      
      The passage shows Jefferson, as a youth, had a considerable amount of reverence for
         American Indians. It also suggests, by the manner in which he immediately turns from
         the pleasant reverie to more practical concerns, some amount of pain mixed with pleasure.
      

      
      Jefferson consistently clung to the notion of Native American equality with
         non-Native Americans, both in moral sensibility and capacity for intelligence. Needing
         Indians’ lands for westerly expansion and given their equality, he, while president,
         proposed a plan of Native Americans' integration with non-Native Americans.
      

      
      Jefferson’s feelings toward American Indians were generally amicable, sometimes even
         warm. As president, for instance, he advised Chief Little Turtle of the benefits of
         vaccination, had him and some ten of his warriors vaccinated, and gave the great chief
         some vaccine to take with him to his tribe.[2]  In time, however, Jefferson became tetchy. Often, as president, he acted with hostility
         toward them and sometimes, as letters show, he even pined for their extirpation. What
         is the reason for Jefferson’s changed, execratory attitude toward the American Indians,
         given his express recognition of their equality?
      

      
      There was no change of attitude, and Jefferson’s tetchiness is a direct result of
         inveterate ambivalence. His plan to integrate and miscegenate with American Indians
         in exchange for their lands—conveniently dubbed by him a “coincidence of interests”—never
         materialized due to Indians’ resistance to it. To Jefferson’s mind, it was a gold-for-bronze
         exchange, with him offering gold. To the Indians’ mind, it was a gold-for-dung exchange,
         with Jefferson offering the dung. As they saw things, he was proposing to take away
         their way of life.
      

      
      American Indians’ resistance to Jefferson’s plan of having the Indians integrate gradually
         into white culture—literally, the buyout or takeover of their lands and their way
         of life—angered Jefferson immensely, due to his great, lifelong affection for them.
         In short, hostility of attitude and of actions toward them betrayed not a change of
         mind, but a troublesome ambivalence that Jefferson could never conveniently accommodate.
         American Indians displayed a “bigoted reverence” for the past. They preferred to tread
         in the footsteps of their fathers rather than embrace the comforts of civilized society
         as well as the “achievements of science and improvement.” The Indians were wedded
         to degeneracy; he, to progress.
      

      
      Unbeknown to Jefferson, American Indians’ resistance to his plan was evidence not
         of degeneracy, but of their astuteness. In the main, they saw through the president’s
         duplicity. Fighting to keep what was rightfully theirs, they showed courage and a
         sense of justice that was, sadly, lacking in the American “domestic diplomacy” of
         Jefferson’s days as president.
      

      
      Jefferson’s Notes on Virginia

      
      Jefferson discusses American Indians in Queries VI, XI, and XIV of his Notes on Virginia.
      

      
      In Query VI, after a discussion of American animals, Jefferson turns to American aboriginals
         and the great European naturalist Buffon’s assault on them. The American savage, writes
         Buffon, is glabrous, has small sexual organs, and no passion for his female. He is
         slighter and less strong of body and, thus, much less sensible, more timid, and more
         cowardly than the European. He has neither vivacity nor activity of his soul, and
         his bodily activities are stirred involuntarily—by bodily needs. Consequently, he
         can sit or recline stupidly for entire days.[3] 
      

      
      Jefferson begins his critique of Buffon with a disclaimer. He cannot profess to
         speak on behalf of the Indians of South America, of which he has no knowledge, so
         he
         restricts his comments, based partly on his own knowledge, but mostly on the reports
         of
         others, better informed, of North American Indians. In keeping with the tenor of his
         Notes on Virginia, the examination is completely empirical. He states,
         pace Buffon, that Indian males are neither impotent nor lacking passion with
         their females. Moreover, they are brave, not lazy. Of their bravery, there is ample
         evidence. Non-Native Americans have often been the object of their anger in battles.
         They prefer death to surrender and they endure torture “with a firmness unknown almost
         to religious enthusiasm with us.” Furthermore, they are affectionate and indulgent
         with
         their children. Their friendships are strong and their minds are active and
         vivacious.[4]
         
      

      
      In contrast to the men, the women have “unjust drudgery,” as “is the case with every
         barbarous people” who, believing vis est lex, impose the lion’s share of the work on the weaker sex. Consequently, Indian women,
         doing most of the drudgery, are stronger than white women, while white men, accepting
         their share of domestic labor, are stronger than Indian men. Indian women have fewer
         offspring than those of whites, but the difference is one of circumstance, not of
         nature. Women often accompany men in war and on hunting expeditions, so childbearing
         is inconvenient and hazardous. Therefore, they are said to use sometimes a method
         of abortion. Also, famine is not uncommon. Thus, want, hazard, labor, and voluntary
         abortion, not lack of fecundity, contribute to the lack of children. Further evidence
         that they are fecund is that Indian women, when married to white traders and treated
         like white women, “produce and raise as many children as white women.”[5] 
      

      
      Jefferson then turns to the issue of Indian glabrousness. Buffon’s assertion that
         Indians are glabrous is proved false, once one recognizes that it is disgraceful for
         Indians to have bodily hair, and so they pluck it off as soon as it appears. Again,
         traders that have married Indian women observe as much hair on Indian women as on
         white women.[6] 
      

      
      Buffon, Jefferson states, acknowledges that Indians are roughly the same size as European
         men. How is it, he asks, that nature, being deficient in America, has allowed them
         to acquire their just bodily dimension, but has acted to stunt their mental capacities?
      

      
      Jefferson does not reply with a flat contradiction of their want of genius. As is
         his wont, he appeals to experience. Yet experience of Indian genius is wanting, for
         Jefferson has only seen them in their own culture, which places few demands on talents.
      

      
      
         To judge of the truth of this, to form a just estimate of their genius and mental
            powers, more facts are wanting, and great allowance to be made for those
            circumstances of their situation which call for a display of particular talents
            only. This done, we shall probably find that they are formed in mind as well as in
            body, on the same module with the “Homo sapiens Europæus.”[7]
            
         

         
      

      That module of equality, however, is retarded. Jefferson compares American Indians
         to Northern Europeans at the time of the Roman republic. The latter were barbarous
         and rough, but they were large in number. When exposed to Roman culture, their number
         produced emulation, emulation led to improvement, one improvement led to another,
         and so on. At day’s end, Jefferson is guardedly optimistic about quick advances of
         Indian intelligence, given exposure to non-Native American culture.
      

      
      Jefferson concludes that Buffon’s theory of American Indians is more “eloquence than
         sound reasoning.” Buffon’s “judgment has been seduced by a glowing pen.” “Vivid imagination
         and bewitching language” have taken the place of science, based on observation and
         examination.[8]  Indians are moral and intelligent humans.
      

      
      The verdict is the same in a letter to the Marquis de Chastellux (7 June 1785). There
         Jefferson mentions that he has observed thousands of Indians, conversed with many
         of them, and has gained an abundance of information from white men who have lived
         with the Indians. Given the abundance of empirical evidence at his disposal, he says
         with assurance to Chastellux that they are the equal of whites in body and mind.
      

      
      Query XI aims at a description of the aboriginals of North America, with a focus on
         the Mannahoacs, Powhatans, and Monacans.[9]  For each of the three, he gives a table that lists the numerous tribes of each,
         their location, chief town, and the number of warriors. Of them, Jefferson has a goodly
         amount of information only for the Powhatans. The tables are derived from a census
         taken in 1669, and the numbers, he admits, are likely changed, such that their number
         is probably reduced by one-third due to smallpox, war, and “abridgment of territory.”
         He adds, “That the lands of this country were taken from them by conquest, is not
         so general a truth as is supposed.” The records he has disclosed—and many more are
         likely to be found on further investigation—show “repeated proofs of purchase.”[10] 
      

      
      The languages among the Indians, which are many, differ so radically, he asserts,
         because of the existence of so many different tribes—each of which is a small society
         in itself without laws, coercive power, and government. Without laws, manners and
         an innate sense of right action keep intact each small society. Without laws and because
         of their small sizes, Indian societies cannot be great, but they are free.[11] 
      

      
      In spite of lack of government, crimes are rare. Minor offenses are punished by contempt;
         major offenses, by exclusion. He reflects on their dearth of law, “[W]hether no law,
         as among the savage Americans, or too much law, as among the civilized Europeans,
         submits man to the greatest evil, one who has seen both conditions of existence would
         pronounce it to be the last: and that the sheep are happier of themselves, than under
         care of the wolves.” The sentence is parturient. Both manners of living are extremes,
         but small societies without government are greatly preferred to a large society with
         coercive government. Thus, independence without the guidance of law is not true independence,
         but it is preferable to law without independence.
      

      
      Another issue that concerns Jefferson in Query XI is the Indian barrows—large mounds
         of earth or stone. Here his empiricism is most readily on display—especially the influence
         of Baconian eliminative inductivism. All that have studied the mounds agree that the
         barrows are repositories for the dead, yet there is disagreement on the sort of repositories
         they are. Jefferson here entertains three hypotheses: (ђ1) that they contain the bones of warriors that have fallen in battle and the mounds
         indicate the battle plains, (ђ2) that they contain the bones of all the dead, collected at the time of death and
         buried in a manner to reflect that time, and (ђ3) that the bodies were placed upright and against each other to effect a sepulcher
         and the mounds of earth or stone reflect the quality of land on which those buried
         had lived.[12] 
      

      
      Ever curious, Jefferson is not content with leaving the issue unsettled. He visits
         a burial mound near his neighborhood and essays a thorough excavation. The facts he
         exhumes are these: a large number of bones, the bones in a confused position, the
         bones in difference strata, the bones in the strata of one mound not being commensurate
         with them in another, the different states of bone decay in different strata, and
         the existence of infants’ bones in the strata. In keeping with eliminative inductivism,
         he rules out two hypotheses. The existence of bones of all sorts, children included,
         militates against fallen-warrior hypothesis (ђ1). The existence of several strata of bones in mounds—with not all mounds having the
         same number of strata—militates against the sepulcher hypothesis (ђ3). Though other unexpressed hypotheses are still possible, the remaining alternative
         (ђ2) is now given a greater degree of plausibility. “Appearances certainly indicate that
         it has derived both origin and growth from the accustomary collection of bones, and
         deposition of them together.”[13] 
      

      
      When he turns to the origin of the American Indians, Jefferson notes the similarities
         between Eastern Asians and Native Americans. He then follows the discovery of Captain
         Cook, who reported Asia and America were not separated continents or, if separated,
         were separated only by a “narrow streight.” Given the resemblance of the Native Americans
         and the Eastern Asians—“Eskimaux” excluded[14] —and the proximity of Asia and America, it certainly follows that the American Indians
         are descendants of the Eastern Asians, or conversely.[15] 
      

      
      Given the reasonableness of the disjunctive claim—American Indians are descendants
         of Eastern Asians or Eastern Asians are descendants of American Indians—Jefferson
         then argues that the first disjunct—American Indians are descendants of Eastern Asians—is
         false. It follows syllogistically and necessarily, assuming the truth of the premises,
         that Eastern Asians are descendants of American Indians.
      

      
      
         	
            
            AIs are descendants of EAs or EAs are descendants of AIs.

            
         

         
         	
            AIs are not descendants of EAs.

            
         

         
         	
            So. EAs are descendants of AIs.

            
         

         
      

      
      The argument, as a deductive argument, is certainly valid (i.e., its premises, if
         true, provide incontrovertible support for the conclusion)—but is it sound (i.e.,
         in addition to the argument’s validity, are the premises true)? Yet the soundness
         of the argument, Jefferson believes, depends on the falsity of the first disjunct
         of premise one (expressed above as premise two), for he takes the first premise, given
         the similarities between the two peoples, as indubitable or, at least, very reasonable.
      

      
      The argument for premise two is this. For every radically different language spoken
         in Eastern Asia, he says, there are roughly twenty spoken among American Indians.
         Assuming a common language or a few common languages for all, the time needed for
         one dialect to recede from another, until it nowise resembles that other, is immense—perhaps
         the time of the age of the earth. “A greater number of those radical changes of language
         having taken place among the red men of America, proves them of greater antiquity
         than those of Asia.”[16]  Thus, not only does Native American culture predate Eastern Asian culture, Eastern
         Asians, as descendants of Native Americans, ultimately owe their culture to Native
         Americans. Jefferson takes himself to have trumped Buffon again.
      

      
      Jefferson returns to American Indians briefly in Query XIV, when he undertakes an
         investigation of black slaves. The comparison, though brief, is telling. While blacks
         have been exposed to white culture, Indians have not. Many blacks have been exposed
         to the conversations of their masters and brought up in the handicraft arts, and some
         have been liberally educated. All have lived and worked in this country, “where the
         arts and sciences are cultivated to a considerable degree,” yet in the main they have
         not availed themselves of American society and show little promise of improvement
         through assimilation.
      

      
      
         The Indians, with no advantages of this kind, will often carve figures on their pipes
            not destitute of design and merit. They will crayon out an animal, a plant, or a country,
            so as to prove the existence of a germ in their minds which only wants cultivation.
            They astonish you with strokes of the most sublime oratory; such as prove their reason
            and sentiment strong, their imagination glowing and elevated.[17] 
         

         
      

      Overall, what Jefferson’s depiction of American Indians in his
         Notes on Virginia illustrates is a keen interest in learning all that he can
         about the indigenous Americans. Their cultural differences are indicative of stunted
         intellection, not its lack. The seeds of Indian intelligence exist. One has merely
         to
         consider the eloquence of Chief Logan’s speech, after he sought vengeance for the
         slaughter of many in his tribe by whites.[18] They need only the water of American arts and sciences to take root and
         grow. Until such time as they can be introduced to American laws and formally educated,
         Jefferson wishes to learn more about them.
      

      
      Beyond Notes on Virginia

      
      Unlike his view of Americanized blacks, Jefferson was mostly optimistic about the
         intellectual capacities and civilizing tendencies of Indians. Thus, he believed they,
         unlike blacks, could be integrated into white society and then miscegenation could
         occur. They would first have to abandon their nomadic, hunt-and-gather lifestyle,
         which was grossly inefficient. Next, they would need a grasp of American law, with
         emphasis on individual ownership of land. Last, they would need a general, American
         education. The overall plan ostensibly was integration and eventually miscegenation.
         That plan was doled out in presidential addresses and letters to Indian tribes.
      

      
      Presidential Addresses

      
      In his “First Annual Message” (8 December 1801), Jefferson states that the relationship
         between Americans and their Indian neighbors is generally amicable and peaceful. The
         “continued efforts to introduce among them the implements and the practice of husbandry,
         and of the household arts, have not been without success.” American Indians are, he
         adds, becoming increasingly aware of the superiority of the white lifestyle over that
         of a life of hunting and fishing. Some of their numbers are even increasing.[19] 
      

      
      Jefferson’s “Third Annual Message” (17 October 1803) continues the same rhetoric.
         He speaks of the transfer of Kaskaskian lands to the United States in exchange for
         their protection from neighboring tribes. The Kaskasian Indians will get patronage,
         protection, annual aids in money, implements of husbandry, and other articles. The
         United States, in return, will get a large parcel of “the most fertile [land] within
         our limits” from the mouth of the Illinois River to and up the Ohio River. He adds
         that other Indian tribes are accepting the generously offered domestic, agrarian lifestyle.
         The United States is providing them incentives—reading houses and necessaries “at
         such moderated prices as leave no gain, but cover us from loss.”[20] 
      

      
      By his “Second Inaugural Address” (4 March 1805), the optimism begins to fade. The
         aboriginal inhabitants, he says, “I have regarded with the commiseration their history
         inspires.” They are endowed with the rights of men, they breathe the love of liberty
         and independence, and they have no desire other than to be undisturbed. Yet the overflowing
         American population has created a current that overwhelms them, and they can no longer
         continue their hunting-and-gathering lifestyle, but are forced to learn agriculture
         and the domestic arts. Jefferson’s job is to see to it that they learn both so that
         they might in time take their place in American culture, which allows bodily comforts
         and advances in intelligence and morality. If they fail to integrate, they will cease
         to exist. “[E]ndeavors to enlighten them on the fate which awaits their present course
         of life,” he adds, “to induce them to exercise their reason, follow its dictates,
         and change their pursuits with the change of circumstances, have powerful obstacles
         to encounter.” Those obstacles reduce to power of “interested and crafty individuals”
         that inculcate a “sanctimonious reverence for the past” and blind them to the future.
         Tradition is king, reason is a false prophet, and ignorance is safety, while knowledge
         is perilous. They are under the spell of their “anti-philosophers” that preach habit
         in preference to duty to improve reason and obey its mandates.[21] 
      

      
      In his “Sixth Annual Address” (2 December 1806), Jefferson ups the rhetoric. He talks
         of continued proofs of Indian attachment to white American culture. They seem willing
         to place every interest under the patronage of the United States, because they are
         confident in American justice and in American sincerity apropos of concern for their
         welfare. The United States must continue to interact with American aboriginals with
         integrity and good faith.[22] 
      

      
      In his “Eighth Annual Address” (8 November 1808), Jefferson speaks of “instances of
         individual wrong,” committed on whites by Indians, which the Indians themselves seem
         willing to redress. Because Indians know that white Americans cherish their rights
         and interests and that white Americans consider Indians as a part of their nation,
         American Indians are becoming more attached to the United States than ever before.
         “Husbandry and household manufacture are advancing among them . . . .” Even one of
         the two great divisions of Cherokees has consented to solicit citizenship and be identified
         in laws and government in such manner as “we shall think best.”[23]  Such a solicitation suggests total surrender by dint of coercion, not recognition
         of a better manner of living.
      

      
      Indian Addresses

      
      In June of 1781, Jefferson, while governor of Virginia, addresses Indian chief John
         Baptist de Coigne. The letter, fraternal in tone, tells of Americans’ forefathers—the
         British—and their many acts of injustice to the Americans. Americans, once they settled
         the new country, were soon treated like slaves that were to do what they were bidden
         to do. The Americans were “grown up,” strong, as free as the British, and desirous
         of remaining free. Yet their desire to be free was reason sufficient for the British
         to declare war. Jefferson sums, “Any free nation has a right to punish those who have
         done them an injury,” and he bids the chief to punish any other tribes or even the
         British, if either does ill to his people. Jefferson, with seeming ostrichlike attention
         to reality, does not mention that Americans, having come to the new land and having
         taken significant parcels of it away from the indigenous Indians, have done them an
         irreparable injustice. “The Americans alone have right to maintain justice in all
         the lands on this side the Mississippi, on the other side the Spaniards rule,” he
         merely adds succinctly.[24]  The Native Americans, it seems, have no claim to the land whatsoever.
      

      
      Why is Jefferson silent about American takeover of Indian land? Takeover of the
         land is, to his thinking, no injustice. The implicit message is that the Indians,
         having
         no laws and no government and not working the land in a Lockean manner, have no rightful
         claim to the land. As John Locke writes in Book II of Second Treatise on Government,
            “Whatsoever . . . [a man] removes out of the state that nature hath provided, and
         left it in, he hath mixed his labour with, and joined to it something that is his
         own, and thereby makes it his property. It being by him removed from the common
         state nature hath placed it in, it has by this labour something annexed to it,
         that excludes the common right of other men.”[25] Through hunting and gathering, Indians take from the land, but do not fix
         themselves to it and do not use it in any meaningful—that is, efficient—sense. They
         are
         merely squatters.
      

      
      In his first term as president, Jefferson writes to Handsome Lake. The topic of purchasing
         Indians’ lands comes up. Jefferson here lists three conditions that must be met for
         a purchase to be legal: a U.S. representative must be present at the sale, Indian
         consent must be “freely given,” a rightful price must be paid, and an Indian report
         to the United States must accompany the sale for the approbation of the latter. Addressing
         Handsome Lake’s complaints concerning the sale of Indian lands, Jefferson rejoins
         that switching to agriculture will allow the Indians to work a small parcel of land,
         instead of foraging and hunting on much land, and reap a greater gain from that parcel.
         “A little land well stocked and improved,” he adds, “will yield more than a great
         deal without stock or improvement.”[26] 
      

      
      Over a year later, Jefferson writes to the Choctaw Indians. His letter is in reply
         to a Choctaw letter sent to him concerning the U.S. purchase of Indian lands. The
         Choctaw owe a great debt to the U.S. merchants—one they are unable to pay—and, thus,
         willfully desire to give land in lieu of money as payment. Jefferson lets the Choctaw
         know that their debt exceeds the price the United States has hitherto paid for any
         Indian land. The implicit suggestion is that whatever lands they propose will be insufficient
         payment: He is acting from mere generosity. Jefferson consents to purchase as much
         on the Mississippi as the Choctaw are willing to sell. The tone throughout is manifestly
         disingenuous.[27] 
      

      
      Jefferson then applauds the Choctaw proposal to become agrarianist and to cultivate
         domesticity. “A little land cultivated, and a little labor, will procure more provisions
         than the most successful hunt; and a woman will clothe more by spinning and weaving,
         than a man by hunting.” White Americans of yesterday were like the Indians of today,
         he adds. They have multiplied by industry and the exercise of reason.[28] 
      

      
      Jefferson mentions, as an addendum, the Choctaws’ request that the U.S. store, the
         U.S. agent, and the U.S. interpreter be removed from their land—evidence of Indians’
         agitation and Indians’ recognition that the exorbitant debt was deliberately induced
         by the U.S. government to force the sale of Indian lands.[29] 
      

      
      During his second term as president, Jefferson writes to the Cherokee chiefs. He begins
         by applauding their efforts to convert to agriculture. He soon turns to rebuking them
         for their belligerence. He advises them to ignore whatever injustices they have suffered
         and to let the United States seek retribution for them.[30]  In sharp contrast to prior letters, the tone is paternal, not fraternal—evidence
         that Jefferson is beginning to see American exchanges with Indians as exchanges among
         unequals. Consistent with the paternalistic language of his predecessors Washington
         and Adams, Jefferson too has become the “Great Father” of the American Indians—a Triton
         among minnows.[31]  Yet Jefferson’s paternalism is likely of the soft sort and philanthropic. Bernard
         Sheehan writes: “Savages were inherently infantile, children of nature who must be
         tutored into adulthood. And the philanthropist acted on the premise that he knew best
         what measures must be taken to achieve maturity.”[32]  
      

      
      Jefferson then advises the Cherokee chiefs that owning and working land, howsoever
         small the parcel, comes with certain complications. There will be need of laws to
         ensure
         just transfer of property to a man’s wife and children upon his death. There will
         be
         need of judges to ensure that no one will take what is rightfully not his own. Finally,
         there will also be need of American counsel and experience.[33] One can envisage the Cherokee chiefs viewing this change in lifestyles as a
         change from simplicity and economy to needless complexity and abundance. Worse, it
         is
         forfeiture of freedom in exchange for abject servility.
      

      
      Finally, Jefferson writes to the Wolf People and the People of the Mandan Nation.
         Here he extends an invitation of friendship and peace to those tribes west of the
         Mississippi and offers to establish trading houses in their territories. To teach
         them the ways of the white Americans and lure them to agrarian ways, he invites them
         to visit Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York as well as other great cities.[34]  He wishes them to see the advantages of civilization and see the might of the non-Native
         Americans.
      

      
      The policy, Sheehan states, was based on genuine concern for American Indians’ welfare.
         “From the earliest initiation of a national Indian policy, government authorities
         saw no contradiction in a policy designed to acquire the Indians’ lands and at the
         same time to seek the natives’ welfare.”[35] 
      

      
      “A Coincidence of Interests”

      
      In his correspondence, Jefferson sometimes shows a different side.

      
      Jefferson, in a letter to Benjamin Hawkins (18 February 1803), speaks of a “coincidence
         of interests” between non-Native Americans and the indigenous Indians. Lack of land
         for Indians, due to American expansion into their territories, is making hunting difficult
         and is creating the need for agrarianism. He appeals to mutual benefits and, again,
         to efficiency. Husbandry will enable the Indians to subsist on smaller parcels of
         land and to offer their unfarmed lands to the expanding non-Native Americans. “While
         they are learning to do better on less land, our increasing numbers will be calling
         for more land, and thus a coincidence of interests will be produced between those
         who have lands to spare, and want other necessaries, and those who have such necessaries
         to spare, and want lands.” Jefferson assumes that the “necessaries” of non-Native
         Americans will be recognized as necessaries to Native Americans, once the latter are
         exposed to them.
      

      
      Jefferson encourages Hawkins to convince the Indians to undertake agriculture and
         part with surplus lands. He continues, “The wisdom of the animal which amputates &
         abandons to the hunter what parts for which he is pursued should be theirs, with this
         difference, that the former sacrifices what is useful, the latter what is not.” This
         slip of the pen, not to be pooh-poohed, perhaps betrays invidious intentions. However,
         Jefferson immediately adds that the aim is for both settlements to “meet and blend
         together, to intermix, and to become one people.”
      

      
      To then-governor William Harrison, nine days later (27 February 1803), Jefferson details
         his policy of integration and miscegenation toward the Indians. He iterates his plan
         to draw the Indians to agriculture and the domestic work of spinning and weaving.
         Thus, they will come to see the inutility of their forests[36]  and will willingly part with superfluous, unused lands.
      

      
      How specifically did Jefferson promote his Indian policy? His method, in effect, became
         anything but a coincidence of interests. It turned into a matter of defrauding Indians
         of their land and, thereby, burking them by suffocation—that is, by their having insufficient
         lands for hunting. His policy was, in effect, coerced integration into white culture.
      

      
      Jefferson proposes to Harrison to encourage trading and force the “good and influential
         individuals” to run into debt, because, when that has happened in the past, the Indians
         have been disposed to “lop them off by a cession of lands” to the white Americans.
         At trading houses, Jefferson aims to sell low enough to rule out competitive, independent
         peddlers of goods—that is, to “get rid of the pest”—even though that will mean minimal
         or no profits.[37]  With the pest gone, the Indians, through the coercion of unsymmetrical and unclean
         commerce, will be compelled either to incorporate with Americans or to move beyond
         the Mississippi. Jefferson immediately adds in an oft-referred-to passage that has
         been misapprehended:
      

      
      
         The former [incorporation with whites] is certainly the termination of their history
            most happy for themselves; but in the whole course of this, it is essential to cultivate
            their love. As to their fear, we presume that our strength and their weakness is now
            so visible that they must see we have only to shut our hand to crush them, and that
            all our liberalities to them proceed from motives of pure humanity only. Should any
            tribe be fool-hardy enough to take up the hatchet at any time, the seizing the whole
            country of that tribe, and driving them across the Mississippi, as the only condition
            of peace, would be an example of others, and a furtherance of our final consolidation.
         

         
      

      What is missed in this passage, as well as in the letter of which it is a part and
         in the general tenor of Jefferson’s remarks on American Indians since his presidency,
         is Jefferson’s stark ambivalence. Jefferson begins with a negative (termination of
         their history) that is really a positive (integration with white culture), shifts
         to cultivation of Indians’ love, turns abruptly to a bold play on Indians’ fears,
         which presumably masks humanitarian motives, and ends with the threat that any violent
         resistance to American humanitarianism, as it were, will be met by driving them “across
         the Mississippi.” All that “movement,” as it were, is in three sentences. Jefferson’s
         quick-tempered ping-ponging here indicates prodigious ambivalence—perhaps even instability
         of judgment, at least at the time of his writing of this letter. That needs an explanation
         and has, heretofore, been given none.
      

      
      Jefferson then indicates his desire to gain the lands of the Choctaws, the Piorias,
         the Kaskaskias, the Poutewatamies, and the Kickapoos. He enjoins Harrison to instantiate
         a plan in the manner the latter sees best. The overall aim, Jefferson asserts, is
         again coincidence of interests—to promote the interests of both Indians and Americans.
      

      
      His letter to General Horatio Gates months later (11 July 1803) expresses his wish
         to remove the Indians to the lands west of the Mississippi so as to make the eastern
         lands available for non-Native American settlement.
      

      
      
         The territory acquired, as it includes all the waters of the Missouri & Mississippi,
            has more than doubled the area of the U.S. and the new part is not inferior to the
            old in soil, climate, productions & important communications. If our legislature dispose
            of it with the wisdom we have a right to expect, they may make it the means of tempting
            all our Indians on the East side of the Mississippi to remove to the West, and of
            condensing instead of scattering our population.
         

         
      

      The plan worked. During his first administration, American Indians ceded multiple
         millions of acres of land to the U.S. government.
      

      
      One month after his letter to General Gates, Jefferson reveals casually in a letter
         to John Breckenridge (12 August 1803) that his immediate plan is to fill up the land
         east of the Mississippi and, when that is done, to begin to parcel out the land to
         the
         west.
      

      
      A later letter to Henry Dearborn (28 August 1807), Jefferson’s secretary of war at
         the time, warns of possible Indian insurrection in Michigan, Ohio, and Indiana in
         the event of an American war with England. He advises the governors to speak with
         Indian leaders and encourage them to adopt the role of “silent spectators.” Should
         the British seek the aid of Indians, tell the Indians it is a sign of their weakness,
         not their strength. Being warned, should the Indians take up their tomahawks against
         Americans, “they will kill some of us; we shall destroy all of them.”
      

      
      Six years later and during the War of 1812, Jefferson writes glumly to Alexander von
         Humboldt (6 December 1813) of his failed “benevolent plan” of integration and miscegenation.
         He has strived to keep the Indians at peace with one another, to introduce them to
         agriculture and domestic arts, and to intermix with whites. Yet British antagonism
         has prompted Indians to take up their hatchets against whites and to commit cruel
         massacres on the women and children of American frontiers. Now it is incumbent on
         Americans to “pursue them to extermination, or to drive them to new seats beyond our
         reach.”
      

      
      A Case for Racism?

      
      What went wrong with Jefferson’s plan of integration and miscegenation?

      
      One possible explanation is that Jefferson never really intended to actuate the plan.
         Referring to the invasion of Napoleon in Louisiana and the English and Spanish intrigues
         in his first term as president, Arthur DeRosier says, Jefferson merely wanted the
         Indians’ land, from the Applachians to the Mississippi, as a buffer to French forces.
         With the dangers alleviated during his second administration, he still pursued the
         plan of purchasing the Indians’ lands to the Mississippi and of forcing the Indians
         to move westward to the Pacific coast.[38]  His strategy, it seems, was slow suffocation, not integration. Coincidence of interests,
         here, was a chimerical scheme.
      

      
      Another possible explanation is that Jefferson never really believed in Indian equality.
         Insidiously ensconced behind the veneer of expressions of equality, there was an attitude
         of by-nature inferiority. Because of his belief in by-nature inferiority directed
         toward both Indians and blacks, Jefferson was incapable of integrating American Indians
         into white culture. He merely gave mouth honor to integration and miscegenation, because
         of his fear that mixing white and red blood would taint the offspring—thereby making
         America inferior to Europe.[39] 
      

      
      A third possible explanation is that Jefferson had a change of mind vis-à-vis Indian
         intelligence. That American Indians snubbed Jefferson’s plan was proof sufficient
         that they were not the equals of whites in intelligence and, so, were more similar
         to, than different from, blacks. A change of mind prompted a change of plans. Thus,
         he ditched the plan of integration and miscegenation.
      

      
      All of these views are consistent with the claim that Jefferson’s attitude toward
         American Indians was racist. Was he?
      

      
      In the previous chapter, in an examination of Jefferson’s views on black slaves in
         America, I have argued that Jefferson’s view of black intellectual, not moral, inferiority
         was nonracist. Racism, I argued, is a commitment minimally to discrimination by one
         race against another race, because of perceived differences that do not exist, and
         a hard-nosed and ornery commitment to the existence of those differences in spite
         of unambiguous, compelling evidence to the contrary. In extreme instances, it is also
         a commitment to execration of and perhaps even acts of violence against that race,
         based on those perceived differences.
      

      
       Jefferson mostly, if not consistently, approaches empirically the issue of both black
         intelligence and morality. Because of that, his conclusions of intellectual inferiority
         and moral equality are inconclusive and labile—that is, subject to the sway of empirical
         evidence to the contrary—not firm and inflexible. Seeing blacks as the moral equals
         of whites, but intellectually inferior to them, Jefferson’s attitude toward blacks
         is not racist, because his conclusions are empirically based and not prejudgments.
         He is, I maintained, to be chided for drawing conclusions based on insufficient and
         unvaried evidence as well as failure to be wholly empathic to the plight of a race
         that has been beaten down by the unjust institution of slavery.[40]  Consequently, he is not faultless, but he is not racist.
      

      
      Jefferson’s depiction of the capacities of American Indians is less skewed than his
         depiction of blacks. While blacks are deemed intellectual inferiors, but in potentia moral equals of whites, American Indians are deemed in potentia moral and intellectual equals of whites. Strangely, as I later argue, it is his belief
         in Indians’ in potentia equality with whites that makes Jefferson behave hostilely and write with scurrility
         toward them. In short, he behaves and writes at times precisely in ways that a racist
         would behave, though his intentions are not racist.
      

      
      Though Jefferson sometimes acts and writes as would a racist toward American Indians,
         his attitude is not racist, because he consistently adheres to the belief that they
         are the in potentia moral and intellectual equals of whites. Indians are physically as robust and intellectually
         and morally as capable as whites. Like the barbaric German tribes at the time of the
         Roman Empire, American Indians merely lack cultural incentive—that is, they are culturally
         obstructed by a filiopietistic reverence of pastness or “antiphilosophy”—and see no
         possibility of change in the future. In short, the progressivism that Jefferson wholeheartedly
         embraces is inconceivable to them.
      

      
      Equality notwithstanding, Jefferson’s overall assessment of American Indian culture
         is neither roseate nor disdainful. On the one hand, he disdains its orality—that is,
         Indians’ lack of literacy and their disregard for preservation of history—and, excepting
         their enclosure and burial mounds, its dearth of architecture. His apprehensions here,
         Harold Hellenbrand writes, are psychologically telling: They bespeak Jefferson’s own
         apprehensions of the backwardness of white Virginians—many of whom are illiterate
         and
         many of whom still lived in log huts, whose interstices are stopped with mud.[41] On the other hand, he is “held captive by his conception of the savage
         state, an early stage of human development that could be expected to give way to the
         pastoral and agricultural economy.” Given his purchase of progressivism, he is, thus,
         optimistic that civilizing the savages will not be the “complicated difficulty” that
         Henry Knox, secretary of war under George Washington, thought it was.[42] Industry, easy subsistence, and fondness of property will “prepare their
         minds for the first elements of science.”[43] Should that not work, he could fall back to bribery and coercive means.
      

      
      Overall, it can be said that he always and only considered what he believed was best
         for the Native Americans.
      

      
      Jefferson’s Execration Explained

      
      If he was not racist, why, then, did Jefferson have asymmetrical assessments of Indians
         and blacks, when experience shows today that both are as capable as any other race
         of, say, achievements in the arts and sciences?
      

      
      There is no question that Jefferson had a cultural investment in the American Indians.
         As we saw in chapter 6, Buffon stated flatly that the New World was inhospitable to
         biota, due to inferiority of land and climate. In the main, it was colder and wetter
         than Europe and both coldness and wetness, for Buffon, were unsuited for biotic growth—especially
         bulk. Animals and plants were inferior in bulk, less numerous, and less vigorous in
         America,[44]  he asserted, though on thin evidence as Jefferson skillfully showed in his Notes on Virginia. The Indians, for Buffon, were a perceptible example of America’s inferiority. Thus,
         Jefferson, whose book can be considered an apologia for the New World, would have had much to concede to Buffon, were the Indians shown
         to be inferior, so he might have stacked the deck, so to speak, by tending to overlook
         “deficiencies” in Indians that he saw in blacks.[45]  Along the same lines, it might be that establishing black intellectual inferiority
         would help to disconfirm Buffon’s assertion that heat is linked with biotic thriving.
         Evidence of black inferiority would be some reason to doubt that heat is needed for
         biotic thriving, since blacks originated from a very hot continent.
      

      
      That, however, is not Jefferson’s reason. Each side of the globe, Jefferson asserts,
         is warmed by the same “genial sun,” each side has soil of the same chemical composition,
         and each side yields a “rich chyle” and produces equally solid animal bodies. Laws
         of bodily extension for animals were fixed by deity at the time of creation. “What
         intermediate station they shall take may depend on soil, on climate, on food, on a
         careful choice of breeders. But all the manna of heaven would never raise the Mouse
         to the bulk of the Mammoth.”[46]  Climate and land, being roughly the same in the Old World as in the New World, are
         mostly irrelevant, when it comes to explaining differences in peoples—a view difficult
         to reconcile with his stance on black intellectual inferiority.
      

      
      Yet Jefferson “observed” differences between blacks and Indians. He saw bravery and
         stout orations as well as some inclination toward the arts in Indian culture, without
         exposure to white American culture. In contrast, he saw little from blacks, and blacks
         had the large advantage of exposure to white American culture.
      

      
      The differences, I suspect, were the result of Jefferson seeing Indians in their own
         manner of living and seeing blacks outside of their own manner of living. In the language
         of modern scientific laboratory experiments, Jefferson’s “observations” lacked controls.
         He observed Indians in their own culture and not, as a group, within the confines
         of white culture. He observed blacks outside of their own culture, and only within
         the confines of white culture. For proper “experimental results,” he should have observed
         Indians both (1) within their own culture and (2) within the confines of white culture
         and blacks both (3) within their own culture and (4) within the confines of white
         culture, without the contamination of slavery. He observed, with some amount of accuracy,
         only the first. In today’s language, Jefferson’s observations suffered from biases
         that inescapably made them scientifically bogus.
      

      
      More must be said about the fourth condition, unmet.

      
      Blacks, forcibly taken as slaves, were involuntarily exposed to white American culture
         and were treated from the beginning as unquestioned inferiors. Jefferson, mostly an
         agreeable master to his slaves, did not account much for the oppressive effect of
         the institution of slavery on the will of a people over time. Forced exposure to something,
         even something that is an unquestioned good, inclines persons not to want that to
         which they are forcibly exposed. Yet it is probable that blacks had difficulty embracing
         the “benefits” of white culture, precisely because of that culture’s espousal of slavery.
         Moreover, exposure by Jefferson to black African culture in its many guises in Africa
         would have certainly shown him a culture as least as promising as was Indian culture,
         by the canons of Western culture, and would likely have changed his mind on black
         inferiority. Yet that is a move he blocked, without amplification, in the Notes on Virginia[47]  and perhaps regretted thereafter.[48] 
      

      
      Indians too were involuntarily exposed to white culture, though presumably not—at
         least, not initially—as inferiors. Their resistance to white culture, with its embrace
         of arts and sciences and its commitment toward progress, was something that Jefferson
         just could not fathom. He was, to his thinking, doing to the Indians a much greater
         favor by offering to assimilate them than they were doing to him by “willfully” ceding
         their lands. After all, non-Native Americans would take all Indian lands eventually.
         Why would and how could they resist?
      

      
      The difficulty, Anthony Wallace writes, was the result of Jefferson’s uncompromising
         view of an ideal, egalitarian society. “Those residents who could not participate
         fully in the civilized republic, either because of gender (women were barred from
         voting or holding office), racial inferiority (in the case of black Africans and their
         slave descendants), or cultural incompatibility (as in the case of Native Americans,
         who remained in ‘the hunter state’), were either excluded or marginalized.” He adds,
         “The Jefferson state . . . was egalitarian, democratic, and ethnically exclusive.”
         American Indians, unfortunately, were often a roadblock to non-Native American expansionism,
         and Jefferson’s dealings with them, consequently, were sometimes ruthless.[49] 
      

      
      Michael Hardt makes a similar point. Jefferson had difficulties with American Indians
         precisely because he recognized their equality. All animal species, for Jefferson,
         were equal in a sense in that they were singular—that is, they were per naturam equally perfect. Given that, Jefferson was forced into a policy of assimilation or
         destruction with Native Americans. “When equality rests on sameness, difference can
         appear only as a threat.” That is a tack, of course, he did not take, but should have
         taken, with blacks.[50] 
      

      
      Overall, Jefferson could not forgive Native Americans for their resistance to white
         “generosity.” He likely felt like a lover that condescendingly ingratiates himself
         to a woman of perceived inequality, out of “high-minded” consideration for the well-being
         of the woman at the expense of his own well-being, and who is unexpectedly spurned
         upon making his “high-minded” intentions known. Upon full recognition of being spurned,
         the lover’s love immediately turns to indignation and then hatred. That accounts for
         certain statements of Jefferson that come, as it were, out of the blue and uncharacteristically
         seem to show intense execration of American Indians—for example, “we have only to
         shut our hand to crush [the Indians]” or we shall “pursue [the Indians] to extermination,
         or to drive them to new seats beyond our reach.”
      

      
      Curiously, we find no such statements concerning blacks, considered as a people. Such
         statements are missing only because Jefferson had no such expectations of them in
         the first place. He did not hate blacks. He could not, because he never loved them.
      

      
      In some sense, his attitude toward blacks was more contemptuous than his attitude
         toward American Indians, if only because of its indifference. Jefferson was not indifferent
         to the plight of blacks qua a people, as he consistently embraced emancipation, but
         he was indifferent to blacks qua individuals—that is, he generally saw them only in abstracto[51]  and he consistently embraced expatriation. One might say: out of sight, out of mind.
         Thus, he did not owe individual blacks anything, but he did owe black people something—their
         freedom. It was as if he was driven more by theoretical consistency—viz., all men
         are created equal—than sympathy or empathy.
      

      
      Overall, Indians’ refusal to assimilate themselves willfully into white culture—a
         “courtesy” he allowed them, because of their unfulfilled capacities, but not blacks,
         because of their incapacities—was enormously incommodious for Jefferson. It can only
         have suggested to him either that his assessment of Indians’ intellection was wrong
         or that white culture was not what it seemed to be. After all, American Indians, like
         black slaves, had no itching desire to embrace white culture. That was not necessarily
         an indictment of white culture, but instead Jefferson’s failure to realize that persons,
         in the main, prefer what is familiar and their own to what is unfamiliar and foreign,
         even if what is unfamiliar and foreign holds the promise of greater reward in the
         future.
      

      
      In the end, Jefferson’s hopes for integration and miscegenation soured. Indian
         recalcitrance and innumerable atrocities ultimately convinced him that the Indians
         were
         unwilling to integrate. That sourness is evident as early as 1781 in a letter to Charles
         Carroll (April 15). Jefferson writes that Indians in the western territories are
         continually committing murders, and the threat for increased atrocities seems great.
         “I
         hope we shall give them a thorough drubbing this summer,” he says, “and then change
         our
         tomahawk into a golden chain of friendship.” The metaphors betoken profound ambivalence.
         Immediately, hostility turns into amicability. Yet humaneness and economy intimate
         that
         Jefferson ought to bribe them into peace and keep them pacific through “eternal bribes.”
         In an address to an Indian delegation in 1806, he states boldly, “My children, we
         are
         strong, we are numerous as the stars in the heavens, and we are all gun-men. Yet we
         live
         in peace with all nations.”[52] The message is clear. You can choose peace or war. If the latter, you will
         be annihilated.
      

      
      Overall, the American Indians puzzled Jefferson, and none of the three “explanations”
         listed above is suitable, as none explains the obvious ambivalence that Jefferson
         had toward the Indians since the time of his presidency. The most fitting explanation—one
         that accommodates his extraordinary ambivalence—is that he never changed his mind
         about Indian intelligence. American Indians just never saw integration and miscegenation
         as a “coincidence of interests” as Jefferson always did. All along, Indians saw the
         scheme as chimerical.
      

      
      Unbeknown to him, Jefferson would be proven right apropos of Indian intelligence.
         Integration and miscegenation in exchange for Indians’ lands was seen by many Indians
         to be the Tartuffery that it was. Jefferson was not proposing anything like an equal
         exchange. Seen from Jefferson’s eyes, the proposal was: cede to us your lands and
         eventually we shall assimilate you. Seen from Indians’ eyes, the proposal was a directive:
         give us your lands and forfeit your way of life. It was obvious to the Native Americans
         that Jefferson was bargaining from a position of power—“we are all gun-men.” Non-Native
         Americans were in the process of taking over Indians’ lands. American Indians could
         cede them and obtain some money for them or refuse to cede them and be burked by the
         steady westward movement of white Americans.
      

      
      What was especially troubling to Jefferson was the American Indians’ dedication to
         their way of life, which was backward-, not forward-looking. In his “Report for the
         Commissioners on the University of Virginia,” Jefferson writes with irony and scorn:
      

      
      
         What, but education, has advanced us beyond the condition of our indigenous neighbors?
            And what chains them to their present state of barbarism and wretchedness, but a bigoted
            veneration for the supposed superlative wisdom of their fathers, and the preposterous
            idea that they are to look backward for better things, and not forward, longing, as
            it should seem to return to the days of eating acorns and roots, rather than indulge
            in the degeneracies of civilization? And how much more encouraging to the achievements
            of science and improvement is this, than the desponding view that the condition of
            man cannot be ameliorated, that what has been must ever be, and that to secure ourselves
            where we are, we must tread with awful reverence in the footsteps of our fathers.[53] 
         

         
      

       Overall, Jefferson was inescapably wedded to Enlightenment progressivism and could
         not be a venerator of the past. He was consistently at loggerheads with conservatism—whether
         in the guise of long-established religiosity, traditional aristocracy, or time-honored
         educational methods. Consequently, he was incapable of apprehending the benighted
         American Indians’ filiopietism—viz., their “lawlessness” and their pigheaded “veneration
         of the past.”
      

      
       As was often the case with Jefferson, though his words were strong, Jefferson’s
         actions were moderate. During his tenure as president, there were no sizable wars
         with
         American Indians. Moreover, the Lewis and Clark Expedition, intending to find a pathway
         to the Pacific Ocean and pave a path for Jefferson’s continental “empire for
         liberty,”[54] was for the most part a peaceful mission. It failed, however, to convince
         the various Indian tribes, met along the way, to line up tribal interests with
         Jefferson’s policy for an empire for liberty.
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      Education as Lifelong Learning

      
      
         “As well might it be urged that the wild and uncultivated tree, hitherto yielding
            sour and bitter fruit only, can never be made to yield better; yet we know that the
            grafting art implants a new tree on the savage stock, producing what is most estimable
            both in kind and degree. Education, in like manner, engrafts a new man on the native
            stock, and improves what in his nature was vicious and perverse into qualities of
            virtue and social worth.” —Thomas Jefferson, “Report of the Commissioners”
         

         
      

      Education, John Adams writes in a letter to Jefferson (19 June 1815), is a subject
         so vast and nubilous that philosophers, divines, politicians, and pedagogues have
         made little headway over the centuries on it. He adds, “[H]uman Life is too short
         to examine it: and a Man must die before he can learn to bring up his Children.” His
         aloofness on the issue, he suggests in a previous letter to Jefferson (16 July 1814),
         is likely because education is a subject on which he has never “very deliberately
         reflected.”
      

      
      Education was a subject, like several others, on which Jefferson did very deliberately
         reflect throughout his life. His views on such subjects, infused by his thoughts on
         the nature of humans and his vision of an ideal republic, were philosophical. Humans,
         he thought, were free, progressive beings whose capacities for intellection and moral
         goodness far outstripped what they have heretofore actualized. The ideal republic
         was one in which humans would flourish by actualizing their capacities through government
         whose principle function was to secure the rights of its citizens. The ideal republic
         was government for and by the people. Sometimes dubbed an “experiment” or “great experiment,”
         it was an ideal that Jefferson believed was capable of actualization, or nearly so.
         Its actualization, however, required substantial rethinking and reform of the educational
         practices of his time. Most importantly, education would have to be generalized—made
         accessible to all citizens—and would have to be available to each person, according
         to his needs.
      

      
      Because Jefferson believed that persons were to be educated according to their needs,
         he recognized different levels of education. Minimally, every person needed an education
         sufficient to conduct domestic and commercial affairs. Others, in the capacities of
         teachers or political officials, needed much more education, often of a specialized
         sort.
      

      
      In this chapter, I offer a brief sketch of Jefferson’s philosophy of education. I
         begin with an outline of the general aims of education, both political and philosophical,
         in Jefferson vision of a thriving republic. I next turn to his account of two tiers
         of education: ward schools and higher education, comprising grammar schools, or colleges,
         and universities. In the final section, I advance the thesis that, in Jefferson’s
         view of an ideal republic, his “great experiment,” political involvement is so important
         that all persons must be lifelong learners for the republic to thrive.
      

      
      General Principles of Education

      
      That Jefferson values education for its own sake is evident from his own love of quiet
         retreat through study and his passion for his beloved Greek and Latin authors.[1]  Yet his views on formal education are in the service of his political and moral
         ideals—the former subserving the latter.[2]  For a democracy to function well, its citizens need to be ethically whole—happy,
         well rounded, free, and, most importantly, politically active. Writes James Carpenter:
         “For Jefferson, the finished product—the student venturing into the real world—was
         the ultimate goal of education. The practical application for republican citizens
         was their ability to function in the body politic.”[3]  The ethical naturally leads to the political. All citizens need education so that
         they can recognize their rights, select the naturally best political officials, check
         political corruption, and act in domestic, commercial, and political affairs, at least
         at the ward level.
      

      
      Political Aims

      
      Jefferson’s “great experiment” is government for and by the people. As he says to
         Samuel Kercheval (12 July 1816): “Where then is our republicanism to be found? Not
         in our constitution certainly, but merely in the spirit of our people . . . . Owing
         to this spirit, and to nothing in the form of our constitution, all things have gone
         well.” He adds, “The true foundation of republican government is the equal right of
         every citizen, in his person and property, and in their management.”
      

      
      Jefferson’s genius lay much in his cognizance that there can be no thriving republic
         without an educated citizenry. “It is an axiom in my mind that our liberty can never
         be safe but in the hands of the people themselves, and that too of the people with
         a certain degree of education,” he writes to George Washington (4 January 1786). The
         elected officials at all levels of government are elected principally to ensure the
         preservation of each person’s rights. That cannot happen if citizens do not recognize
         their rights and cannot campaign for them[4]  or if government intervenes in citizens’ affairs.[5] 
      

      
      Yet, as we have seen in chapter 3, there is more to Jefferson’s liberalism than
         governmental nonintervention in the affairs of its citizens—that is, freedom-from.
         The
         republic must be set up so that each person can be educated to his needs, and that
         involves some measure of freedom-to. Jefferson writes to Peter Carr (7 September 1814),
         “[I]t is the duty of [our country’s] functionaries, to provide that every citizen
         in it
         should receive an education proportioned to the conditions and pursuits of his life.”
         That notion was prompted largely by British Americans’ break with the mother country.
         Since those educated in Britain “drank deeply of the fountain of corruption,”[6] there was need of a uniquely American sort of education.
      

      
      That Americans needed an education different from that of Europeans is a sentiment
         that Jefferson countenances in a letter to John Bannister (15 October 1785). Any aspiring
         youth can get an education the equal of any European in any subject except “Physic.”
         If he goes to Europe, he acquires affectation for luxury and dissipation and “contempt
         for the simplicity of his own country.” He observes class division between the wealthy
         and wellborn and the poor. In short, he loses “in his knowledge, in his morals, in
         his health, in his habits, and in his happiness.”
      

      
      Jefferson recognizes two classes of citizens, the laborers and the learned, and two
         levels of education to accommodate them.[7]  The laborers are the majority and are divided roughly into husbandmen and craftsmen.
         They have full access to primary or ward-level education. The learned are those destined
         to higher education—comprising both grammar-school or college-level education and
         university-level education—the latter being readied to conduct the affairs of the
         nation. Only when all citizens have some measure of education can a republic be stable—that
         is, the citizens can be assured that legislators and administrators will tend to the
         affairs of the nation and do their best to protect the rights and liberties of their
         fellow citizens.
      

      
      What one sees plainly in Jefferson’s vision of republican government is both a deep
         faith in the capacity of people to govern themselves, once fundamentally educated,
         and a profound distrust of power. Yet his republican reforms are motivated chiefly
         by distrust, not faith, and that is why he sometimes uses the term “experiment.” Jefferson
         is abundantly aware of the political abuses of power throughout history—most recently,
         in the abuses of George III against British Americans, outlined superbly in his “Summary
         View of the Rights of British America,” in the “Declaration of Independence” thereafter,
         and in selected letters.[8]  To Samuel Kercheval (12 July 1816), he says, “In truth, the abuses of monarchy had
         so much filled all the space of political contemplation, that we imagined everything
         republican which was not monarchy.”
      

      
      Nonetheless, he is also aware that Lockean liberal principles of government have
         heretofore never been fully instantiated. The reason is that liberalism requires consent
         of the people and some amount of political participation, and neither can occur if
         the
         people are not educated, pursuant to their needs.
      

      
      Jefferson recognized the link between liberty and enlightenment. People could not
         be free, he knew, without knowledge. Knowledge empowered citizens to elect wisely
         their own officials, offered a check on political corruption, and allowed for the
         fullest measure of political participation by all citizens.
      

      
      First, education empowered citizens to select the right officials for governing—the
         “natural aristoi” or the most talented and virtuous.[9]  Some measure of education was needed to ensure informed and morally correct decision
         making by citizens on the election of officials to guarantee that talent and character—not
         wealth, birth, or cronyism—determined suitability for office. He writes to Littleton
         Waller Tazewell (5 January 1805):
      

      
      
         Convinced that the people are the only safe depositories of their own liberty, & that
            they are not safe unless enlightened to a certain degree, I have looked on our present
            state of liberty as a short-lived possession unless the mass of the people could be
            informed to a certain degree. This requires . . . such a degree of learning given
            to every member of the society as will enable him to read, to judge & to vote understandingly
            on what is passing.
         

         
      

      In a letter to Adams (18 October 1813), Jefferson rhetorically asks, “May we not even
         say that that form of government is the best which provides the most effectually for
         a pure selection of these natural aristoi into the offices of government?” Keys to a pure selection are, first, the participation
         of citizens in some level of governmental affairs to ensure unity and political stability
         and, second, the education of all citizens to hone their moral and critical faculties
         to guarantee good judgment in selecting officials so that the republic and its citizens
         can thrive.
      

      
      Second, education was a check on political corruption. Even in the best imaginable
         political scenario—that of allowing citizens themselves to choose and elect their
         own officials—corruption was still possible. In “Bill for the General Diffusion of
         Knowledge,” the surest foundation for the “preservation of freedom and happiness,”
         he begins:
      

      
      
         Whereas it appeareth that however certain forms of government are better calculated
            than others to protect individuals in the free exercise of their natural rights, and
            are at the same time themselves better guarded against degeneracy, yet experience
            hath shewn, that even under the best forms, those entrusted with power have, in time
            and by slow operations, perverted it into tyranny.[10] 
         

         
      

      Some measure of education was needed to ensure that political abuses would be detected
         and redressed.
      

      
      Third, education enabled all citizens to participate politically in the governance
         of their own affairs. He writes to Joseph C. Cabell (2 February 1816):
      

      
      
         Where every man is a sharer in the direction of his ward republic, or of some of the
            higher ones, and feels that he is a participator in the government of affairs not
            merely at an election one day in the year, but every day; when there shall not be
            a man in the State who will not be a member of some one of it’s councils, great or
            small, he will let the heart be torn out of his body, sooner than his power be wrested
            from him by a Caesar or a Bonaparte.
         

         
      

      Jefferson believed that the people could manage their own affairs, without the direction
         of government. Even in the best forms of government, governmental intervention, history
         had taught him, could easily lead to despotism, and despotism was a signal of moral
         decay.
      

      
      Ethical Aims

      
      Jefferson’s political aims subserve his ethical aims, for, as I have been arguing
         throughout this book, his republicanism is a political ideal, based on ethical principles—viz.,
         on a distinct vision, given his notion of humans as social beings, of human happiness.
         Happiness, given his embrace of Enlightenment ideals, was interlinked with liberty
         and progress.
      

      
      Like Plato, who recognized two basic sorts of persons, guardians and laborers, Jefferson
         recognized there were the learned and laborers. Jefferson’s republicanism was a scheme
         to accommodate all citizens, but especially the laborers, comprising mostly farmers,
         who were presumed to be self-sufficient, land lovers, the most virtuous citizens,
         and, thus, the backbone of the nation.
      

      
      Jefferson’s America was essentially agrarian, because farmers were nonpareils of independence.
         Farmers could take care of most of their own needs and would be commercially involved
         in the affairs of other nations only insofar as other needs dictated. Ever a visionary,
         Jefferson saw the vast amount of American land, much of it arable, and envisaged land-owning
         farmers, spread from coast to coast, and small businesses, dotting the towns, mostly
         to accommodate the needs of the farmers.
      

      
      Jefferson’s agrarianist ideal was not static. He envisaged continued agricultural
         progress through experiments, like crop rotation or introducing new seeds into different
         soils or climates, and technological advances, like his improved plowshare or the
         Carolina drill. America’s scientific farmers would not be chained to their land. American
         farmers would have time for their families, friends, and even local political participation
         in affairs of their wards. The stability of the nation, he believed, was critically
         dependent on such local political participation. In short, agricultural efficiency
         and progress depended on knowledge.
      

      
      In a late letter to John Adams (12 September 1821), Jefferson expresses his hopes
         that there will be perpetual improvement in the “moral and intellectual condition
         of Man” and that light and liberty will steadily advance. One year later, Jefferson
         writes to Cornelius Blatchly (21 October 1822), “I look to the diffusion of light
         and education as the resource most to be relied on for ameliorating the human condition,
         promoting virtue, and advancing the happiness of man.”
      

      
      Jefferson died decades before Charles Darwin published his radical thesis that species
         were not fixed and, thereby, changed the course of biology. Jefferson, like Aristotle,
         believed that the human condition was fixed by nature—that is, that humans, over time,
         were incapable of morphing into something nonhuman. The human condition was static,
         but—as the rapid advances in science, morality, and the arts were showing—in some
         sense in ovo. In his “Report of the Commissioners for the University of Virginia” (1818), Jefferson
         considers a wild, uncultivated tree that yields only bitter fruit. The grafting art
         has shown that a new tree can be made from savage stock. “Education, in like manner,
         engrafts a new man on the natives stock, and improves what in his nature was vicious
         and perverse into qualities of virtue and social worth.” The accumulation of the acquisitions
         and discoveries of each generation “must advance the knowledge and well-being of mankind,
         not infinitely . . . but indefinitely” to such extent no person can foresee.[11]  In a letter to Pierre Samuel du Pont de Nemours (24 April 1816), he adds that the
         human condition will never advance to that state of perfection where all pain and
         vice are eliminated. Nonetheless, it is susceptible to great improvement in political
         and moral matters. Of such political and moral progress, he adds poignantly, “[T]he
         diffusion of knowledge among the people is to be the instrument by which it is to
         be effected.”
      

      
      Given that the political is answerable to the moral for Jefferson, how is knowledge
         to be diffused most efficiently for moral improvement?
      

      
      First, education must be in the service of political well-being, and political well-being
         depends on just governors, governing nonintrusively. Jefferson writes to John Adams
         (28 October 1813) of an insurrection—that is, general education, to ensure that the
         natural aristoi, not the wealthy or wellborn, govern. “Science had liberated the ideas of those who
         read and reflect,” he says, “and the American 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.” Will the insurrection be
         successful? Jefferson is sanguine. “Science is progressive, and talents and enterprise
         on the alert.” To cultivate fully the talents of the natural aristoi to promote intellectual and moral advancement, he tells Peter Carr (7 September 1814),
         “every branch of science, deemed useful at this day, should be taught in its highest
         degree.”
      

      
      Second, education must be in the service of moral improvement. “Education generates
         habits of application, of order, and the love of virtue; and controls, by the force
         of habit, any innate obliquities in our moral organization.”[12]  The moral sense, like the muscles of a limb, is capable of hypertrophy or atrophy
         through proper use or desuetude in any individual. The same is true of the moral sense
         grasped collectively. Thus, a thriving, happy society is one in which the members,
         considered as individuals and collectively, are advancing morally as well as intellectually.
      

      
      In all, education enables all citizens to pursue happiness as private persons and
         maximizes the happiness of all citizens collectively by readying each citizen for
         some level of participation in governmental affairs and preparing the elite for morally
         sensitive participation in the highest levels of governmental affairs.[13] 
      

      
      Two Tiers of Education

      
      Ward Education

      
      In a letter to John Tyler (26 May 1810), Jefferson says that his great political experiment
         critically requires educational reform through instantiation of two key political
         reforms: general education and the ward system.
      

      
      
         I have indeed two great measures at heart, without which no republic can maintain
            itself in strength. 1. That of general education, to enable every man to judge for
            himself what will secure or endanger his freedom. 2. To divide every county into hundreds,
            of such size that all children of each will be within reach of a central school in
            it.
         

         
      

      The general education of the masses was a radical suggestion for its time. Jefferson—pace Plato, Hobbes, and certainly the Federalists of his day—was claiming that all persons,
         given normal rational and moral faculties, were fully capable of making decisions
         concerning their own best interest—that is, their own happiness. The rational faculty
         especially needed honing and exercise, which came through education.
      

      
      To facilitate the plan of general education, three aldermen would subdivide each
         county into wards,[14] called “hundreds,” and choose overseers for roughly every ten schools.
         Overseers would cull teachers, visit the schools, check on the students, and make
         sure
         that instruction was consistent with the governing body of William and Mary—the “Board
         of Visitors.” Jennings L. Wagoner states, “[T]he idea was not only to enable the top
         institution to coordinate and monitor the lower schools, but to remove from the wealthy
         members of the counties the power to block funding from elementary schools out of
         the
         belief that publicly funded schools were ‘a plan to educate the poor at the expense
         of
         the rich.’”[15] Ward schools, he maintained in keeping with his notion of local political
         independence, were to be funded by wards.
      

      
      Primary education at ward schools, one roughly for each six square miles, was free
         and opened to all in each ward. It offered, at public expense, three years of instruction
         in reading, writing, numerical geography (i.e., geometry), arithmetic, and ancient
         and modern history. In “Bill for the General Diffusion of Knowledge,” he writes:
      

      
      
         At every one of these schools shall be taught reading, writing, and common arithmetick
            [sic], and the books which shall be used therein for instructing the children to read
            shall be such as will at the same time make them acquainted with Graecian, Roman,
            English, and American history. At these schools all the free children, male and female,
            resident within the respective hundred, shall be intitled [sic] to receive tuition gratis, for the term of three years, and as much longer, at their
            private expence [sic], as their parents, guardians or friends, shall think proper.[16] 
         

         
      

      In the main, the aims of ward-school education were appropriate
         conduct in everyday commercial affairs and effective citizenry, in both private and
         public domains, which allowed each citizen to know and act on his rights and suggested
         paths for participation in political affairs at the most basic level of
         government.[17] In his “Report of the Commissioners,” Jefferson lists the aims of primary
         education as follows:
      

      
      
         	
            
            To enlighten persons sufficiently to conduct personal business;

            
         

         
         	
            To calculate his contracts and accounts and preserve his ideas in writing;

            
         

         
         	
            To improve his morals and faculties through reading;

            
         

         
         	
            To understand one’s duties to neighbors and country and to discharge competently those
               duties;
            

            
         

         
         	
            To know one’s rights, exercise with order and justice those retained, to choose with
               discretion the fiduciary of those he delegates, and to notice their conduct with diligence,
               candor, and judgment; and in general; and
            

            
         

         
         	
            To observe with intelligence and faithfulness all the social relations under which
               he is placed.[18] 
            

            
         

         
      

      
      Jefferson’s ward system was his way of ensuring that democratic
         ideals and political stability could survive in a country that was expanding
         territorially and progressing technologically and scientifically.[19] To John Page, Jefferson writes (30 August 1795):
      

      
      
         I do most anxiously wish to see the highest degrees of education given to the higher
            degrees of genius, and to all degrees of it, so much as may enable them to read &
            understand what is going on in the world, and to keep their part of it going on right:
            for nothing can keep it right but their own vigilant & distrustful superintendence.
            I do not believe with the Rochefoucaulds & Montaignes, that fourteen out of fifteen
            men are rogues: I believe a great abatement from that proportion may be made in favor
            of general honesty. But I have always found that rogues would be uppermost, and I
            do not know that the proportion is too strong for the higher orders, and for those
            who, rising above the swinish multitude, always contrive to nestle themselves into
            the places of power & profit.
         

         
      

      College and University Education

      
      The general aim of higher education was to teach “every branch of science, deemed
         useful at this day” to it “highest degree”—indeed, a Baconian sentiment. To that end,
         he has acquainted himself with the “best seminaries” in other countries and the opinions
         of “enlightened individuals.”[20]  In “Report to the Commissioners,” Jefferson lists the specific aims of higher education
         as follows: to form statesmen, legislators, and judges for “public prosperity and
         individual happiness”:
      

      
      
         	
            
            to expound the principles and structure of government, the laws of national and international
               government, a “sound spirit of legislation” that leaves citizens “free to do whatever
               does not violate the equal rights of another”;
            

            
         

         
         	
            to promote and harmonize agriculture, manufacture, and commerce;

            
         

         
         	
            to “develop the reasoning faculties of our youth, enlarge their minds, cultivate their
               morals, and instill into them the precepts of virtue and order”;
            

            
         

         
         	
            to teach mathematics and physical science to advance the arts, administer the health,
               subsistence, and comforts of life; and, most generally;
            

            
         

         
         	
            to form “habits of reflection and correct action, rendering them examples of virtue
               to others, and of happiness within themselves.”[21] 
            

            
         

         
      

      
      These five principles clearly demonstrate that higher education, for Jefferson, is
         not solely or even chiefly for the benefit of the educated. As is the case with Plato’s
         guardians in Republic,[22] higher education is for the sake of the state—viz., for the good of the
         general citizenry. Overall, it exists to “provide for the good and ornament of their
         country, the gratification and happiness of their fellow-citizens, of the parent
         especially, and his progeny, on which all his affections are concentrated.” For
         individuals, it makes application, order, and love of virtue habitual and controls
         any
         “innate obliquities” in human behavior.[23]
         
      

      
      At the university, the curriculum is tenfold:

      
      
         Ancient Languages (Latin, Greek, and Hebrew),

         
         Modern Languages (French, Spanish, Italian, German, and Anglo-Saxon),

         
         Pure Mathematics (Algebra, Fluxions, Elementary and Transcendental Geometry, and Military
            and Naval Architecture),
         

         
         Physico-Mathematics (Mechanics, Statics, Dynamics, Pneumatics, Acoustics, Optics,
            Astronomy, and Geography),
         

         
         Natural Philosophy (Chemistry and Mineralogy),

         
         Botany and Zoology,

         
         Anatomy and Medicine,

         
         Government (Political Economy, Law of Nature and Nations, History, Politics, and Law),

         
         Municipal Law, and

         
         Ideology (General Grammar, Ethics, Rhetoric, Belles Lettres, and Fine Arts).[24] 
         

         
      

      Jefferson quickly adds a caveat. Given that the ancient languages—especially Latin
         and Greek—are the “foundation common to all the sciences,” they need to be introduced
         to
         boys of about ten years of age. Inclusion of ancient languages at a university means
         that young boys would come to universities, and that is problematic for at least two
         reasons. First, the “noisy turbulence of small boys” would likely prove to be a great
         obstruction to industrious study of older, more mature students. Second, parents would
         likely be averse to sending their boys to a school so distant from most of
         them.[25]
         
      

      
      The solution Jefferson offers is establishment of intermediary or “preliminary”
         grammar schools or “colleges.” Jefferson’s choice of the word “college” for his second
         tier of education—grammar-school education—is intended to show that this level of
         education is needed for and preliminary to university-level education. Colleges would
         to
         be “distributed in districts through the State” at such intervals that “every parent
         should be within a day’s journey of his son at school.” That would be convenient in
         case
         of illness and for supplying their wants. It would also appreciably reduce the expense
         of that part of students’ education.[26]
         
      

      
      The curriculum would include not only Greek, Latin, and perhaps Hebrew, but also English
         grammar, the higher branches of numerical arithmetic, the geometries of straight lines
         and of the circle, elements of navigation, and geography. “These institutions, intermediate
         between the primary schools and University, might then be the passage of entrance
         for youths into the University, where their classical learning might be critically
         completed, by a study of the authors of highest degree.” That transition would be
         made by a boy’s fifteenth year.[27] 
      

      
      Conspicuously missing from the curriculum is religious study. The College of William
         and Mary, the school Jefferson attended, was run almost entirely by Anglican ministers,
         and the curriculum was infused with religious rituals, which tainted each boy’s education.
         Each professor, like any public official of Virginia, had to subscribe formally to
         thirty-nine articles of the Anglican faith; students worshipped twice each day; and
         professors and students thrice daily ate together at “Commons.”[28]  For Jefferson, there was to be no professorship of divinity at the University of
         Virginia. It will be incumbent on the professor of ethics, he says, to discuss proof
         for the existence of “creator, preserver, and supreme ruler” of the cosmos. That in
         conjunction with the ancient languages will give students the basics of true morality—that
         is, those principles of morality that are common to all religions.
      

      
      Yet proposal of a university without a professorship of divinity was proof sufficient
         to many of Jefferson’s godlessness and his purchase of atheism. With the university
         providing for no professorship of divinity, Jefferson proposed a compromise to placate
         religionists. Each sect would be granted space on the campus to provide instruction
         for adherents as they might see fit.[29] 
      

      
      Formation of the University of Virginia, an instantiation of his university-level
         curriculum, would preoccupy Jefferson in his final years of life and was patterned
         pursuant to his republican principles. Unlike today’s colleges and universities, the
         institution had few governors and administrators. The board of visitors, trimmed to
         seven, was given full control over the running of the university. Each professor was
         to be compensated remuneratively the same as all others and had an equal voice in
         the institution’s affairs. Of the seven, one was to be elected each year to the office
         of chair to function somewhat like a president at a university today does. Yet Jefferson
         insisted that there was to be no president of the university to ensure that the institution
         not be governed autocratically.[30] 
      

      
      Jefferson attempted to supplant the authoritarian model of pedagogy of William and
         Mary with a model based on mutual respect and equality. Professors were superiors
         of
         students only insofar as they possessed knowledge and maturity that students lacked.
         To
         promote mutual respect and equality, students and faculty were each to be lodged at
         the
         university. Students were to live in dormitories. Professors were to live in pavilions,
         each set off from others by students’ dormitories. Moreover, students were in large
         part
         responsible for their education and their behavior. Education was elective. Students
         chose their own lectures. Punishment for miscreants, except in extreme cases, was
         handed
         down by a board of six students, appointed by the visitors. Jefferson hoped, thus,
         to
         avoid the skirmishes and riots that were commonplace at William and Mary.[31]
         
      

      
      Jefferson certainly envisaged that the University of Virginia would be the model university
         in America—the prototype of a progressive institution. To achieve that end, its architecture
         needed to inspire. Writes Mark Wenger:
      

      
      
         Believing the university would draw students from across the nation, Jefferson attempted
            to make it the incubator of a national architecture that would give shape and substance
            to the high aspirations of a new republic. To that end, each of the buildings correctly
            rendered an order from some renowned example of modern or ancient building . . . .
            From the abstract domain of the printed page, Jefferson projected classical knowledge
            into the concrete realm of experience—empirical learning of the sort that became a
            touchstone of enlightenment thought.[32] 
         

         
      

      Wenger’s metaphor of projection is fraught with meaning. Jefferson continually worked
         from thoughts that were found in or put onto two-dimensional space—the page of a book
         or a leaflet of paper—and sought to give an additional dimension to them by bringing
         them to life outside of ideational space.
      

      
      Jefferson placed considerable thought into the design and location of the
         university as they related to physical health and character. “[M]uch observation and
         reflection on these institutions,” Jefferson says to Hugh L. White (6 May 1810), “have
         long convinced me that the large and crowded buildings in which youths are pent up,
         are
         equally unfriendly to health, to study, to manners, morals and order.” The site had
         to
         be conducive to health. The university had to be awe-inspiring.
      

      
      What Jefferson ultimately had in mind was an “academical village,” not a school. Instead
         of cramming everyone into one large building,
      

      
      
         it is infinitely better to erect a small and separate lodge for each separate professorship,
            with only a hall below for his class, and two chambers above for himself; joining
            these lodges by barracks for a certain portion of the students, opening into a covered
            way to give a dry communication between all the schools. The whole of these arranged
            around an open square of grass and trees, would make it, what it should be in fact,
            an academical village, instead of a large and common den of noise, of filth and of
            fetid air.
         

         
      

      Writes A. Hyatt Mayor, “By elaborating the colonnades where Greek philosophers used
         to teach into an ‘academic village,’ he evolved for the University of Virginia a unity
         whose convenience, economy, and elegance are only just beginning to be appreciated
         by our college planners.”[33]  In an added touch, no two buildings were constructed alike.[34]  The healthiness of the site, the fertility of the countryside nearby, and centrality
         of the college to the white population of Virginia were primary considerations of
         its location.[35] 
      

      
      Lifelong Learning

      
      It is incontestable that Jefferson was a through-and-through lifelong learner. His
         love of study is manifest in numerous letters. For instance, he writes late in life
         to Vine Utley (21 March 1819): “I was a hard student until I entered on the business
         of life, the duties of which leave no idle time to those disposed to fulfil [sic] them; and now, retired, and at the age of seventy-six, I am again a hard student.
         Indeed, my fondness for reading and study revolts me from the drudgery of letter writing.”
         Moreover, Jefferson was thoroughly involved in the world around him and a consummate
         empirical investigator of it. Like Bacon and Newton, his daily activities afforded
         him numerous opportunities to formulate hypotheses on gardening, manufacture, natural
         history, and politics, among other things and to test them against experience.
      

      
      Dumas Malone artfully and accurately uses Monticello as a metaphor for Jefferson’s
         passion for lifelong learning—ever changing, ever advancing, and never finished. “[T]he
         building of the mansion at Monticello in its historic form proved to be little short
         of a lifetime’s work. Nothing else that he ever did was more characteristic of him
         as a person and a mind. In spirit he was pre-eminently constructive, and he could
         not think of himself or of his house or of human society as finished.”[36] 
      

      
      Why was lifelong learning so vital for Jefferson? Science, he perceived, was advancing
         surely and rapidly in his day. “It is impossible for a man who takes a survey of what
         is already known, not to see what an immensity in every branch of science yet remains
         to be discovered, & that too of articles to which our faculties seem adequate,” he
         writes to William Green Munford (18 June 1799). So important is the advance of knowledge
         and the freedom of thought it presupposes that one ought to be ready to be martyred
         to preserve them.
      

      
      I suspect that few persons in today’s democracies, framed on liberal principles,
         would consider themselves lifelong learners in the manner of Jefferson. Few have his
         curiosity. Furthermore, times have changed. Leisure time is not a time for leisured
         study or experiments of one sort or another, but instead a time for rest and, for
         most,
         that amounts to watching their flat-screen television, napping, or boondoggling in
         their
         “mancave” or even on their patio. Ubiety, not virtue, is today’s ethical ideal.
      

      
      Though people today have become more listless and sedentary, the result of their labors
         is anything but static. Humans live in an age of widespread technological advancement.
         Nonetheless, they have become so “relativized” by the comparative studies of other
         cultures that even entertaining the thought of technological advancement is anathema.
         That thought is a projection of “Western” values. Yet it seems beyond doubt that people
         are progressing technologically and perhaps, however slowly, even ethically and politically.
         The paradox here is that liberalism, which is generally linked to value-relativity,
         is likely at least in part responsible for ethical advancement insofar as sensitivity
         to and acceptance of human differences are themselves signs of normative advancement.
      

      
      As we have already seen, Jefferson’s notion of progress, however, is nothing like
         ours.[37] Humans, for Jefferson, have a fixed, not an evolving, nature, but a nature
         that is capable of refinement and considerable improvement. Exposure to the right
         kind
         of experiences by the right sort of persons is needed. That too is important for people
         today.
      

      
      Given that progress is an integral part of Jefferson’s liberal eudaimonism, it
         follows that all true citizens of Jefferson’s ideal republic will be lifelong learners
         in some sense. In spite of his commitment to education “from the ground up,” as it
         were,
         citizenship in Jefferson’s vision of a thriving republic is not an atomistic ideal.
         At
         the level of ward government, citizens qua laborers, comprising farmers and craftsmen,
         among other things, are responsible for their own affairs and the affairs of other
         ward
         members. They are also responsible for the representatives they elect. Such
         responsibilities require not only some amount of preparatory education but also a
         certain amount of continued education—that is, awareness of and responsiveness to
         current affairs though active political engagement with them. What pertains to the
         laborers pertains even more to the learned—the educators and governing officials,
         and
         scientists, among others. Educators are responsible for practical education—that is,
         responsibly integrating citizens in the republic. Governing officials are responsible
         chiefly for seeing to it that citizens’ rights are fully respected through legislation
         and regard for existing laws, aimed at preservation of rights. Insofar as Jefferson’s
         ideal republic requires fullest political participation and full regard for the
         well-being of all other citizens, it smacks of Greek communitarianism.
      

      
      Nonetheless, Jefferson’s eudaimonism is, so to speak, un-Greek in one key respect.
         For Jefferson, pace Plato and Aristotle, constitutions exist for the sake of their citizens—that is,
         for the protection and preservation of their rights. For Aristotle and Plato, citizens
         exist for the sake of their constitutions (Gr., politeiai), which are in some sense axiologically greater than the individuals that comprise
         them.[38] 
      

      
      Upshot

      
      Jefferson did nothing to hide his execration of politics but flaunted it to family
         and intimates. Early in his political career, he writes to William Randolph (25 August
         1775) and expresses two wishes. “My first wish is a restoration of our just rights;
         my
         second; a return of the happy period, when, consistently with duty, I may withdraw
         myself totally from the public stage, and pass the rest of my days in domestic ease
         and
         tranquility, banishing every desire of ever hearing what passes in the world.”[39]
         
      

      
      At this juncture, we return to the aperçu of a paradox, to which we referred in
         chapter 4.[40] Jefferson, through his liberal eudaimonism, advocates a Stoic-like
         commitment to lifelong learning through political engagement in the service of his
         fellow human beings, and yet he openly and often expresses his desire to retreat to
         Monticello (or Poplar Forest) and enjoy a life of leisured retirement in the study
         of
         his beloved classical authors. In short, a commitment to fullest participation in
         public
         activities seems to rule out leisure, which seems to be prominently a selfish ideal.
      

      
      The Roman Stoic Seneca in On Leisure also noted a paradox between advocacy of retirement and a notion of the good life
         as a life of fullest political participation.
      

      
      
         Surely you Stoics say, “We shall participate in affairs till the very end of life.
            We shall never cease to work for the common good, to help each and every person, and
            to give help even to our enemies, when our hands are feeble with age. We grant no
            exemption from service because of one’s years . . . . We hold very strongly that there
            should be no leisure before death and that, if circumstances permit, we take no leisure
            for death itself.”[41] 
         

         
      

      Seneca opts out of the paradox by arguing, in part, that one who has devoted a life
         to public service has earned a life of contemplative leisure in his final years.[42]  In short, in having sacrificed one’s own happiness for the happiness of others—and
         here Jefferson’s numerous years of public service to the neglect of his domestic affairs
         cannot be questioned—a citizen has earned the right to be selfish—that is, the right
         to retire and live out his final years in contemplative leisure.
      

      
      Jefferson argues for retirement in Senecan fashion in a letter to James Madison (9
         June 1793). He says that he has served his country twenty-four years and, in doing
         so, has completely neglected his domestic affairs. No country has a right to chain
         willlessly any citizen for life. Jefferson’s duty to country has been fulfilled. It
         is his desire and right to retire to domestic life.
      

      
      The most precious gift a person can give is his time—precious, because it is so
         unavoidably limited and, once given, it cannot be taken back. Jefferson never did
         retire
         from public service. Shortly after writing Madison, he assumed the presidency of the
         American Philosophical Society and, thereafter, the vice presidency and presidency
         of
         the United States. After those engagements, he devoted his energy in his dotage to
         planning and overseeing construction of the University of Virginia. All the while,
         he
         received an extraordinary number of letters and dutifully responded to each one—a
         tiresome and time-consuming occupation for an elderly man with a maimed hand.
      

      
      One might say that Jefferson was a restive person. That is true, I suspect, and a
         result of his omnicuriosity. Yet I suspect also Jefferson recognized that liberty,
         for which he tirelessly campaigned throughout his life, comes with a price: some amount
         of public service is needed to preserve one’s right to spend one’s time as one wants.
         For Jefferson, in full recognition that he was a major player in the experiment in
         which he and his country were involved, that amount was great.[43]  Success of the experiment to him was more important that his own happiness. It is
         criminal that he—given his record of innovative and progressive political engagement,
         aimed at human well-being (i.e., his lifelong learning)—is reviled so energetically
         and irrevocably by many “revisionist” scholars today for the presumed lavishness of
         his lifestyle at Monticello or Poplar Forest.
      

      
      Yet Jefferson always championed a free press, for it was his belief,
         notwithstanding public taste for vilification, that “[n]o experiment can be more
         interesting that that we are now trying, and which we trust will end in establishing
         the
         fact, that man may be governed by reason and truth.” For such governance to occur,
         all
         “avenues to truth” must be left open, and the most efficacious avenue “hitherto found”
         is a free press. As he told Judge John Tyler (28 June 1804), a free press, “the most
         effectual [avenue to truth] hitherto found,” allows space for both facts and fictions
         from which the people, suitably educated, can ferret out the truth. Without a free
         press, truth would stand little chance. We can only hope that that was not a Cassandra
         utterance.
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