PART 2

Revolution and
the New Nation

The American Revolution led to
independence from England and to the
establishment of a new nation. As the
United States matured, its people and
leaders struggled to implement fully the
ideals that had sparked the Revolution.
What had been abstractions before the
formation of the new government had to be
applied and refined in day-to-day practice.
The nature of post-Revolutionary Ametica,
government stability, the transition of
power against the backdrop of political
factionalism, and the extension of
democracy had to be worked out.

Was the American Revolution a
Conservative Movement?

Were the Founding Fathers Democratic
Reformers?

Did President Jefferson Outfederalize
the Federalists?

Did the Election of 1828 Represent a
Democratic Revolt of the People?
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ISSUE 9

Did President Jefferson Outfederalize
the Federalists?

YES: Richard Hofstadter, from The American Political Tradition and the Men
Who Made It (Alfred A. Knopf, 1948)

NO: Forrest McDonald, from The Presidency of Thomas Jefferson (The Univer-
sity Press of Kansas, 1976)

ISSUE SUMMARY

YES: Pulitzer Prize-winning historian Richard Hofstadter (1916-1970) argues
that Thomas Jefferson was a moderate, practical politician who followed a
course of action that eventually co-opted the major policies of the Federalists,
NO: Professor of history Forrest McDonald believes that President Jefferson
attempted to replace Hamiltonian Federalist principles with a republican
ideclogy and that he wanted to restore America’s agrarian heritage,

“Tefferson still lives,” stated John Adams as he died on July 4, 1826, the 50th
anniversary of Independence Day. Unknown to Adams, Jefferson had passed
away a few houts earlier that same day. But Jefferson never really died. He
was one of the few heroes of history to become a living legend.

There are two Jeffersons. One was the true Renaissance man who knew a
little about everything. “Not a sprig of grass shoots uninteresting to me,” he
once wrote to his daughter. As a philosopher who spoke to posterity, he
waxed eloguent in his letters about civil liberties, the rights of man, states’
rights, strict construction of the Constitution, and the virtues of the agrarian
way of life. A practical man, he was an architect of the nation’s capital, the
University of Virginia, and his own home. Visitors to his Monticello planta-
tion are amazed by the elaborate pulley and drainage systems that he
devised. A respected member of the Virginia aristocracy who owned about
10,000 acres and from 100 to 200 slaves, Jefferson ran his farm in a self-
sufficient manner and carefully studied the efficiency of employing slave
labor. When he traveled, he recorded everything he observed in detailed
journals. The newest inventions—steam engines, thermometers, elevators—
fascinated him.

The other Jefferson was the man who has been ranked among the top half-
dozen U.S. presidents in every major poll taken by historians in the last 35
years. Does Jefferson deserve such an honor? It depends on how the
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functions of the presidency are perceived. One role that Jefferson disdained
more than any other president in our history was the function of chief of
state. So important to the modern presidency, the ceremonial role could have
been played by the tall, dignified Virginia aristocrat as well as it was by
George Washington, had he so desired. But Jefferson hated formalities. He
walked to his inauguration and refused to wear a hat. Because he was a
widower, he abandoned the practice of holding large, formal parties. He also
felt they smacked too much of monarchy. He preferred small, intimate
dinners with his intellectual friends and political cronies. A shy, soft-spoken
individual with a slight speech impediment, the author of the Declaration of
Independence did not campaign for office. He also refused to deliver an
annual address to Congress, preferring to send them a written message. In
short, if one uses modern terminology, Jefferson was not “mediagenic.” In
1992, Jefferson might not have even been nominated by his party, much less
elected to the presidency.

In the following selections, Richard Hofstadter rejects the notion that
Jefferson was an impractical visionary who thought that a rebellion every 20
years was an excellent idea. He believes that Jefferson was a cautious,
practical politician with policies appealing to moderate Federalists and what
today would be called Middle Americans. By 1820 Jefferson and his suc-
cessors had totally eliminated the Federalist Party “but only at the cost of
taking over its program.” Forrest McDonald, on the other hand, sees
Jefferson as a man staunchly opposed to Alexander Hamilton’s Federalist
programs and his philosophy of government. In his view; Jefferson wanted to
take government away from the mercantile classes and return it to the
farmers.
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Richard Hofstadter

YES

THOMAS JEFFERSON:
THE ARISTOCRAT AS DEMOCRAT

Jefferson was a complex person who must be measured in whole, not m Rart,
in action as well as thought. There were deep ambiguities in his t}unlc.mg,
which made any effort at consistency impossible. Although Federalist hls.to-
rians have cited these ambiguities as evidence of a moral taint, a constitu-
tional shiftiness of mind, they may in fact be traced to a continuously
ambivalent personal and political history. He valued much more highly the
achievements of his father, whom he intensely admired, than the social
status of his mother, whose influence he never acknowledged; but from the
beginning he was aware of both the assurance of the aristocracy _a.nd the re:?l
merits and talents of men who came from unknown families. In his
autobiography he remarked dryly of the Randolph genealqu: “They trace
their pedigree far back in England and Scotland, to which l_et everyone
ascribe the faith and merit he chooses.”” When he came to maturity, Jefferson
was a slaveowner and yet a revolutionist, who could say that man’s rights
were “unalienable” at the very moment when he owned several dozen souls.
All his life he circulated among men of wealth, learning, and distinction, and
as befitted one who disliked acrimony he learned to accommodate himself to
them—Dbut he also absorbed the most liberal and questionable opinions of his
age and associated on congenial terms with men like Thomas Paine and Joel
Barlow. In American politics he became a leader of yeomen farmers—l?ut also
of great planters. He was the head of a popular faction that stopd against t.he
commercial interests—but it was also a propertied faction with acquisitive
aspirations of his own. Well read in the best philosophical literature of his
century, he accepted broad cosmopolitan ideas, but he was also an a:_rdent
American patriot. He was a pacifist in personal temperament and ph]los-o-
phy, a nationalist by training, and yet a Virginian with strong paroc}'ual
loyalties. He wanted with all his heart to hold to the values of agrarian
society, and yet he believed in progress. Add to all this the fact th_at l‘fe lived
an unusually long life, saw many changes, and tried to adapt his views to
changing circumstances.
From Richard Hofstadter, The American Political Tradition and the Men Who Made It (Alfred A.

Knopf, 1948). Copyright © 1948, 1973 by Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., and renewed 1976 by
Beatrice Hofstadter. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.
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Jefferson had warm impulses. His cos-
mopolitan mind refracted the most ad-
vanced and liberating ideas of his time. He
pelieved in those ideas, and rephrased
and reiterated them in language that has
become classic; he was not in the habit of
breaking lances trying to fulfill them. The
generous and emancipating thoughts for
which his name is so justly praised are to
be found almost entirely in his private
correspondence; after he wrote the Dec-
Jaration of Independence and the Vir-
ginia Statute for Religious Freedom he
avoided expressing his more unaccept-
able ideas in public. He understood that
in the workday world of public activity
his most lofty ideals were chiefly valu-
able to indicate the direction in which
society should be guided. He never re-
ally expected them to be realized in his
time and preferred to place his hopes in
progress, in the promise that mankind
would consummate his ideals in some
magnificent future. (“Your taste is judi-
cious,” John Adams once taunted him,
“in liking better the dreams of the future
than the history of the past.”)

Jefferson’s practical activity was usu-
ally aimed at some kind of minimum
program that could be achieved without
keen conflict or great expenditure of
energy. He hated vigorous controversy,
shrank from asserting his principles when
they would excite the anger of colleagues
or neighbors. He tried to avoid a wide
circulation of his Nofes on Virginia be-
cause he did not want Virginians to read
his bitter remarks on slavery and a few
tart observations on the province’s Con-
stitution. Jefferson did not lack courage—
his futile embargo policy, carried out
under bitter protest from every part of
the country, proves that—but rather that
hardihood of spirit which makes a poli-
tical fight bearable. Although he had

YES Richard Hofstadter / 177

strong political prejudices and sometimes
violent animosities, he did not enjoy
power and could not bear publicity. He
was acutely sensitive to criticism, admit-
ting to Francis Hopkinson in 1789: “I find
the pain of a little censure, even when it
is unfounded, is more acute than the
pleasure of much praise.” Abnormally
shy and troubled by a slight speech de-
fect, he found it impossible to read his
messages in person to Congress as
Washington and Adams had done. He
had not the temperament of an agitator,
hardly even of a leader in the qualities
that leadership requires under modern
democracy. Not once did he deliver an
exciting speech. His private life was one
of enormous variety and interest, and
there were many times when he would
have been happy to desert public service
to enjoy is farm, his family and his
books.

Jefferson’s Federalist opponents feared,
above all, power lodged in the majority.
Jefferson feared power lodged anywhere
else. In his First Inaugural Address he
asked concerning the common observa-
tion “that man cannot be trusted with
the government of himself”; “Can he,
then, be trusted with the government of
others?” He would have agreed with
Madison that power is “of an encroach-
ing nature,” and he was sure that power
corrupts those who possess it. “If once
the people become inattentive to the public
affairs,” he wrote Edward Carrington
from Paris, “you and I and Congress and
Assemblies, Judges and Governors, shall
all become wolves. It seems to be the law
of our general nature, in spite of individ-
ual exceptions.”

Admitting that a majority will often
decide public questions wrongly; Jefferson
argued that “the duperies of the people
are less injurious” than the self-inter-
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ested policies of kings, priests, and aris-
tocrats. He refused to be alarmed by
popular uprisings like the Shays Rebel-
lion. In the safety of his private corre-
spondence he felt free to say that “honest
republican governments” should be “so
mild in their punishment of rebellions as
not to discourage them too much.” “A
little rebellion now and then is a good
thing, and as necessary in the political
wotld as storms in the physical.” The
people are not always well informed, but
it is better that they have misconceptions
that make them restless than that they
be lethargic—for lethargy in the people
means death for republics.

Again and again Jefferson urged that
the people be educated and informed
through a broad common-school system
and a free press. Although he had small
faith in the power of republics to resist
corruption and decay he hoped that
mass education would stem this degen-
erative process. Education not only would
give stability and wisdom to the politics
of a commonwealth, but would widen
opportunities, bring out the natural tal-
ents that could be found in abundance
among the common people. Throughout
Jefferson’s life there runs this humane
concern for “the pursuit of happiness,”
for the development of the individual
without regard to limitations of class.

By and large, however, when Jefferson
spoke warmly of the merits and abilities
of “the people” he meant “the farmers.”
He did not see a town until he was
almost eighteen, and he believed deeply
that rural living and rural people are the
wellspring of civic virtue and individual
vitality, that farmers are the best social
base of a democratic republic. “Those
who labor in the earth are the chosen
people of God, if ever he had a chosen
people,” he proclaimed in his Notes on

Virginia. “’Corruption of morals in the
mass of cultivators is a phenomenon of

which no age nor nation has furnished Ji§

an example.”

... generally speaking, the propor-
tion which the aggregate of the other
classes of citizens bears in any State to
that of its husbandmen, is the propor-
tion of its unsound to its healthy parts,
and is a good enough barometer whereby
to measure its degree of corruption.
While we have lands to labor then, let
us never wish to see our citizens occu-
pied at a work bench or twirling a
distaff. . . . Let our workshops remain
in Europe

The American economy, then, should g
be preserved in its agricultural state. Man- [§

ufacturers, cities, urban classes, should be

held at a minimum. So Jefferson be-
lieved, at any rate, until the responsibili- Jii
ties of the White House and the conduct
of foreign policy caused him to modify K
his views. He once went so far as to say
that he hoped the United States would §§

remain, with respect to Europe, on the

same economic footing as China, Com-

merce he would encourage—it supplied
the needs of agticulture—but this was

the extent of his early concessions to the

urban classes.

Thus far Jefferson, with his faith in the
farmers, his distrust of the urban classes, }
and his belief in the long-range value of
rebellions and social disturbances, seems 3
at the opposite pole from the Constitu- §
tion-makers—and so he might have been §

if his political theory had been elabo-

rated into a coherent system. But he had §
more in common with the conservative i

thinkers of his age than is usually recog-
nized. His differences with the political
theory of the Constitution-makers were
differences of emphasis, not of structure.

He shared their primary fears. He did not .

think that political constitutions could

safely rely on man's virtue. In a letter to
Mann Page in 1795 he declared that he
could not accept the idea of the Roche-
foucaulds and Montaignes that “four-
teen out of fifteen men are rogues.” 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 and profit.” . . .

Jefferson, of course, accepted the prin-
ciple of balanced government and the
idea that the people must be checked. “It
is not by the consolidation, or concentra-
tion of powers, but by their distribution
that good government is effected,” he
wrote in his autobiography. He designed
a constitution for Virginia in 1776 which
employed the principle of checks and
balances and required property qualifica-
tions of voters. Of the two houses of the
legislature, only the lower was to be
elected by the people; the senate was to
be chosen by the house, as was the gov-
ernot, 5o that two of the three parts of
the lawmaking body were at once re-
moved from the citizens. Five years later,
criticizing the Constitution that had been
adopted by Virginia instead of his own,
he complained primarily of its lack of
checks: the Senate and the House of
Delegates were too much alike because
both were chosen by the voters in the
same way. “The purpose of establishing
different houses of legislation is to introduce
the influence of different interests or different
principles.” he continued:

All the powers of government, legis-
lative, executive, and judiciary, result to
the legislative body. The concentrating
these in the same hands is precisely the
definition of despotic government. It
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will be no alleviation that these powers
will be exercised by a plutality of hands
and not by a single one. One hundred
and seventy-three despots would surely
be as oppressive as one. . . . As little
will it avail us that they are chosen by
curselves. An elective despotism was not
the government we fought for, but one
which should not only be founded on
free principles, but in which the powers
of government should be so divided
and balanced among several bodies of
magistracy, as that no one could tran-
scend their legal limits without being
effectually checked and restrained by
the others,

This would have been accounted sound
doctrine at the Philadelphia Convention
of 1787. A government that does not
divide and balance powers in a system of
checks is precisely what Jefferson means
by despotic; the fact that the governing
body is chosen by the people does not
qualify his complaint; such a govern-
ment, without checks, is merely “an elec-
tive despotism.” Jefferson, then, refused
to accept simple majority rule, adopting
instead the idea that “different interests
or different principles” should be repre-
sented in government.

All this sounds close to the theories of
Madison and Adams. In fact, Jefferson
did not differ with them strongly enough
to challenge their conservative writings
of the constitutional period. In 1788 he
wrote to Madison praising the Federalist
as “the best commentary on the princi-
ples of government which ever was writ-
ten.” Two years later, advising his nephew
Thomas Mann Randolph on a course of
reading, Jefferson praised Locke’s work
as being “perfect as far as it goes,” and
then added: “Descending from theory to

 practice, there is no better book than the
¢ Federalist,” Tn 1787 he told John Adams
- that he had read his Defence “with infi-
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nite satisfaction and improvement. It will
do great good in America. Its learning
and its good sense will, I hope, make it
an institate for our politicians, old as well
as young.”

When the text of the federal Constitu-
tion of 1787 reached him in France, Jeffer-
son confessed to Adams that he was
staggered at what had been attempted,
but soon recovered his composure. He
informed Madison that he saw many
good features in it, but objected strongly
to two things: the absence of a bill of
rights (later included in the first ten
amendments), and the eligibility of the
president for more than one term. In the
end he gave it a substantial endorse-
ment: “It is a good canvas, on which
some strokes only want retouching.” His
regard for it grew with the years.

As much as Madison or Motris, Jeffer-
son disliked the idea of city mobs—“the
panders of vice and the instruments by
which the liberties of a country are gen-
erally overturned”—but he believed that
they would not emerge in the calculable
future because America’s lands would be
open to make substantial farmers of the
ragged and discontented. In his First
Inaugural he said that the land would
last the American people “to the hun-
dredth and thousandth generation”! The
United States would be a nation of farm-
ers, tilling their own soil, independent,
informed, unexcitable, and incorruptible.
Such a national destiny, he must have
felt, would be secured by the Louisiana
Purchase.

The future, then, would be founded on
a propertied class in a propertied nation.
Jefferson leaned strongly to the idea that
a propertied interest in society is neces-
sary to a stable political mentality. In 1800
he wrote a friend that he had always
favored universal manhood suffrage; but

this was one of those theoretical notiong |

to which he was not firmly wedded,
“Gtill T find some very honest men,” he

added, “who, thinking the possession of |

some property necessary to give due

independence of mind, are for restrain- |

ing the elective franchise to property”

His 1776 draft of a constitution for Vir- }
ginia had required that voters own either |
a freehold estate of twenty-five acres in |

the country or one fourth of an acre in
town, or pay taxes within two years of
the time of voting. Never did Jefferson

try to introduce universal manhood suf-- .

frage anywhere.
The outstanding characteristic of Jeffer-

son’s democracy is its close organic rela- |

tion to the agrarian order of his time. It
seems hardly enough to say that he

thought that a nation of farmers, edu- |

cated, informed, and blessed with free
institutions, was the best suited to a

democratic republic, without adding that

he did not think any other kind of society
a good risk to maintain republican gov-
ernment. In a nation of large cities, well-
developed manufactures and commerce,
and a numerous working class, popular
republicanism would be an impossi-
bility—or at best an improbability.
Certainly the balance of Jefferson’s good

society is a tenuous thing: the working @
class is corrupt; merchants are corrupt;
speculators are corrupt; cities are “pesti-
lential”; only farmers are dependably i

good. Sunder human nature from its
proper or “natural” nourishment in the

cultivation of the soil and the ownership |
of real property, and he profoundly dis-

trusts it. Sunder democracy from the

farm and how much more firmly does he |

believe in it than John Adams? Yet this is
just what the relentless advance of mod-
ern industrial capitalism has done: it has
sundered four fifths of society from the

soil, has separated the masses from their
property, and has built life increasingly
on what Jefferson would have called an
artificial basis—in short, has gradually
emptied the practical content out of
Jefferson’s agrarian version of democracy.
This process had its earliest beginnings
during Jefferson’s lifetime, and, as we
shall see, he yielded a good part of his
agrarian prejudices (like the pragmatic,
undoctrinaire soul that he was) without
sacrificing his democratic preferences.
But although he clung to his humane
vision of democracy, he left it without the
new economic rationale that it required.

In after years Jefferson declared that
the struggle between his party and the
Federalists was one between those who
cherished the people and those who dis-
trusted them. But he had been associated
with a number of men like Elbridge
Gerry, Pierce Butler, Charles Pinckney,
and Edmund Randolph who did not
cherish the people in the least, and the
differences in abstract principle were

* hardly intense enough to account for the

fierceness of the conflict or for the pecu-
liar lines along which it was drawn. Al-
though democratically minded Americans
did stand with Jefferson, the line of divi-
sion was essentially between two kinds
of property, not two kinds of philosophy:

The Federalists during Hamilton’s ser-
vice as Secretary of the Treasury had
given the government a foundation of
unashamed devotion to the mercantile
and investing classes. Through his method
of funding the national debt, through his
national bank, and through all the sub-
sidiary policies of the government, Ham-
ilton subsidized those who invested in
manufactures, commerce, and public se-
curities, throwing as much of the tax
burden as possible on planters and farm-
ers. The landed interests, however, were
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in a majority, and it was only a matter of
time before they could marshal them-
selves in a strong party of their own.
Jefferson’s party was formed to defend
specific propertied interests rather than
the abstract premises of democracy, and
its policies were conceived and executed
in the sober, moderate spirit that Jeffer-
son’s generation expected of propertied
citizens when they entered the political
arena.

When Jefferson was elected in 1800,
the more nafve Federalists, frightened to
the marrow by their own propaganda,
imagined that the end of the world had
come. Fisher Ames anticipated that he
would soon scent “the loathsome steam
of human victims offered in sacrifice.”
Among those who knew the President-
elect, however, there was no such hyste-
ria—especially not among insiders who
had private knowledge of the circum-
stances under which he had been chosen.

The election of 1800 was unique in
American history. Because no distinction
had yet been made in the Constitution
between ballots cast for presidential and
vice-presidential candidates, Jefferson and
his running mate, Aaron Burr, won the
same number of votes in the electoral
college. The tied contest was thrown into
the House of Representatives, where it
fell to Federalist Congressmen to choose
between two Republicans. To some this
seemed merely a choice of executioners;
others, looking upon Jefferson as their
supreme enemy, gravitated naturally to-
ward Burr. Not so Alexander Hamilton,
who had long been Burr’s political rival
in New York. In a remarkable letter to a
Federalist Representative, Hamilton gave
a shrewd estimate of Jefferson’s charac-
ter. He admitted that his old foe’s views
were “tinctured with fanaticism; that he
is too much in earnest with his democ-
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racy.” But it is not true, he continued, in

an appraisal that is as penetrating in -

substance as it is unfair in phrasing,

that Jefferson is zealot enough to do
anything in pursuance of his principles
which will contravene his popularity or
his interest. He is as likely as any man I
know to temporize—to calculate what
will be likely to promote his own repu-
tation and advantage; and the probable
result of such a temper is the preserva-
tion of systems, though originally op-
posed, which, being once established,
could not be overturned without dan-
ger to the person who did it. To my
mind a true estimate of Mr. Jefferson’s
character warrants the expectation of a
temporizing rather than a violent sys-
tem. . . . Add to this that there is no fair
reason to suppose him capable of being
corrupted, which is a security that he
will not go beyond certain limits

Not entirely satisfied with Hamilton's
advice, Federalist leaders sought for as-
surance from Jefferson. The Virginian re-
fused to commit himself in response to
direct approach, but a friend who sounded
him out informally was able to convey to
the Federalists the comforting knowledge
that Jefferson’s intentions were moder-
ate. That Jefferson abandoned any of his
original plans, and in that sense bar-
gained away any principles to win the
office, is extremely unlikely; but when he
entered the White House it was after
satisfying the Federalists that he and
they had come to some kind of under-
standing,

A little thought on the difficult posi-
tion in which Jefferson now found him-
self should convince anyone that for a
man of his moderate temperament there
was small choice in fundamental policy.
The Hamiltonian system, now in opera-
tion for twelve years, had become part of

the American economy. The nation wag

faring well. T unscramble Hamiltors |

system of funding, banks, and revenueg
would precipitate a bitter struggle, widen
the breach between the classes, and drive
moderates out of the Republican ranks; jt
might bring depression, perhaps even

rend the Union. And when the strife wag |

over, there would always be the need of
coming to terms with the classes that
carried on commerce and banking and

manufactures. Further, even if the landed |

interests were charged with the burden

of Hamilton’s debts, there was always the
probability that they were better off J§
when the system was working smooth-
ing than they would be after a ruinously §f
successful assault upon it. Jefferson, in
short, found himself in a position much §
like that of modern social-democratic Jif

statesmen who, upon attaining power,
find themselves the managers of a going
concern that they fear to disrupt. Just as
they have been incapable of liquidating
capitalism, so Jefferson found himself

unable to keep it from growing and!

extending its sway over the agrarian
masses, Instead he wisely confined him-

self to trimming carefully at the edges of §

the Hamiltonian system,

Jefferson’s First Inaugural Address was
a conciliatory document contrived to bind
up the wounds of the bitter period from
1798 to 1800 and to attract moderate Feder-

alists to his support. “We are all republi- ;

cans—we are all federalists,” he dedlared.
Soon the President was writing to Du-
pont de Nemours in words that show

how well Hamilton had taken his mea-

sure:

When this government was first estab-
lished, it was possible to have kept it
going on true principles, but the con-
tracted, English, half-lettered ideas of
Hamilton destroyed that hope in the

|

i

1
:

bud. We can pay off his debts in 15
years: but we can never pet rid of his
financial system. It mortifies me to be
strengthening principles which I deem
radically vicious, but this vice is en-
tailed on us by the first error. In other
parts of our government [ hope we shall
be able by degrees to introduce sound
principles and make them habitual.
What is practicable must often control
what is pure theory

Jefferson kept his promises to friends
and enemies alike. So successfully did he
whittle away at the Federalist machinery
by reducing expenditures that he was
able to abolish the hated excise duties
that stirred up the Whisky Rebellion and
still make great inroads on the public
debt. He tried hard to tame the federal
judiciary—the last arm of the national
government still under Federalist con-
trol—but to little effect. Through the Lou-
isiana Purchase he widened the area for
agrarian expansion. In 1811, two years
after his terms were over, his party also
allowed the First Bank of the United
States to die upon the expiration of its
charter.

But no attack was made upon other
vital parts of the Hamiltonian system. No
attempt was made to curb such abuses as
speculation in public lands; nor did the
well-organized Republican machines try
hard to democratize the mechanics of
government in the states or the nation.
Limitations on the suffrage, for example,
were left untouched. Professor Beard ob-
serves that the Republican states were
“no more enaimored of an equalitarian
political democracy” than the Federalist
states. Had Jefferson suggested a broad
revision of the suffrage, many of his state
leaders who had no use for theoretical
democracy would have looked at him
askance; if he had been the crusading
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democrat of Jeffersonian legend he could
not have been so successful a machine
leader.

Since his policies did not deviate too
widely from those of the Federalists,
Jefferson hoped to win over the moder-
ates from their ranks and planned to use
the patronage in doing so. “If we can hit
on the true line of conduct which may
conciliate the honest part of those who
were called federalists” he wrote to
Horatio Gates soon after taking office,
“and do justice to those who have so
long been excluded from [the patronage],
I shall hope to be able to obliterate, or
rather to unite the names of federalists
and republicans.”

In politics, then, the strategy was con-
ciliation; in economics it was compro-
mise. Soon the Republican machines
began flirting with the financial interests
they had sworn to oppose. Republican
state legislatures issued charters liberally
to local banks, which, in turn, tended to
cleave to the Republican Party in politics.
Jefferson gave his benediction to this pro-
cess of mutual accommodation. When
the Bank of Baltimore applied to the
administration for assistance, he wrote to
Secretary of the Treasury Albert Gallatin:

It is certainly for the public good to
keep al] the banks competitors for our
favors by a judicious distribution of
them and thus to engage the individ-
uals who belong te them in support of
the reformed order of things or at least
in an acquiescence under it.

And:

. - - I am decidedly in favor of making
all the banks Republican by sharing
deposits among them in proportion to
the disposition they show. . . . It is ma-
terial {0 the safety of Republicanism to
detach the mercantile interest from its
enemies and incorporate them into the
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body of its friends. A merchant is natu-
vally a Republican, and can be other-
wise only from a vitiated state of things.

John Adams, in the quiet of his retire-
ment at Quincy, might have been amused
to see a new elite, closely linked to the
fiscal interests, emerging in the heart of
the Republican Party, but the militant
agrarian John Taylor was deeply discour-
aged. In 1811 he wrote:

- ... those who clearly discerned the
injustice and impolicy of enriching and
strengthening the federalists by bank or
debt stock, at the publick expense, will
seldom refuse to receive a similar sin-
ecure. In short, a power in the individ-
uals who compose legislatures, to fish
up wealth from the people, by nets of
their own weaving . . . will corrupt leg-
islative, executive and judicial publick
servants, by whatever systems consti-
tuted.

The inability of the Republicans to fol-
low a pure policy of democratic agrari-
anism was matched by their inability to
fashion a positive theory of agrarian eco-
nomics. The predominant strain in their
economic thinking was laissez-faire, their
primary goal essentially negative—to de-
stroy the link between the federal gov-
ernment and the investing classes. Acute
and observant, their economic writing
was at its best in criticism, but it offered
no guide to a specific agrarian program.
They had no plan; indeed, they made a
principle of planlessness.

Jefferson has been described as a phys-
iocrat by many writers—among them V.
L. Parrington—but there is little more
substance to this notion than there is to
the preposterous idea that he was influ-
enced chiefly by French thought. He was
naturally content to remain an eclectic in
economics. “No one axiom,” he wrote to

J. B. Say in 1815, “can be laid down as

wise and expedient for all times and
circumstances.” Their defense of free
trade was responsible for whatever ap-

peal the physiocrats had for Jefferson; |

but after he read The Wealth of Nations he
became a convert to the doctrines of
Adam Smith.

Like other theorists of the “natural
law"” era, Jefferson was quite ready to
believe that the “natural” operations of
the system of self-seeking private enter-
prise were intrinsically beneficent and
should not normally be disturbed by
government, In his First Inaugural he
called for “a wise and frugal government,
which shall restrain men from injuring

one another, which shall leave them other- &

wise free to regulate their own pursuits of

industry and improvement, and shall not | i

take from the mouth of labor the bread it
has earned.” In a letter to Joseph Milli-
gan, April 6, 1816, in which he discussed

the proper limits of taxation, he con- |

cluded that the state ought not be ag-
gressive in redistributing property:

To take from one, because it is thought
his own industry and that of his fathers
has acquired too much, in order to
spare to others, who, or whose fathers
have not exercised equal industry and
skill, is to violate arbitrarily the first
principle of association, “the guarantee
to everyone a free exercise of his indus-
try and the fruits acquired by it.”

John Taylot, perhaps the cleverest of the

agrarian writers, likewise believed that |

“it is both wise and just to leave the
distribution of property to industry and
talents.”

This conception of state policy was not

anti-capitalist but anti-mercantilist. Jef-

ferson and his followers had seen the
unhappy effects of British governmental
interference in American economic af-
fairs, and they regarded Hamilton's sys-

tem of state economic activity (“the con-
tracted, English, half-lettered ideas of
Hamilton™) as merely a continuation at
home of English economic ideas. Ham-
jiton had set the government to helping
the capitalists at the expense of the agrar-
jans. The Jeffersonian response was not
to call for a government that would help
the agrarians at the expense of the cap-
italists, but simply for one that would let
things alone. Where modern liberals
have looked to government interference
as a means of helping the poor, Jefferson,
in common with other eighteenth-cen-
tury liberals, thought of it chiefly as an
unfair means of helping the rich through
interest-bearing debts, taxation, tariffs,
banks, privileges, and bounties. He con-
duded that the only necessary remedy
under republican government would be
to deprive the rich of these devices and
restore freedom and equality through
“natural” economic forces. Because he
did not usually think of economic rela-
tionships as having an inherent taint of
exploitation in them, he saw no necessity
to call upon the state to counteract them.
It was not the task of government to alter
the economic order: the rich were not
entitled to it and the poor would not find
it necessary.

Jefferson rejected from his political
philosophy the idea that one man has
any intrinsic superiority over another;
but he implicitly and perhaps unwit-
tingly took it back again when he ac-
cepted competitive laissez-faire economics
with its assumption that, so long as men
were equal in law, and government played
no favorites, wealth would be distributed
in accordance with “industry and skill.”
Such a philosophy seemed natural enough
to American farmers and planters who
were in their own rights entrepreneurs,
businessmen, exporters, and often, in a
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small way; speculators with a weather eye
on land values—men accustomed to stand
on their own feet.

In due time, of course Jeffersonian
laissez-faire became the political economy
of the most conservative thinkers in the
country. Fifty years after Jefferson’s death
men like William Graham Sumner were
writing sentences exactly like Jeffersons
and John Taylor’s to defend enterprising
industrial capitalists and railroad barons
from government regulation and reform.
And one hundred years after the Jefferso-
nians first challenged John Adams at the
polls, William Jennings Bryan, leading the
last stand of agrarianism as an indepen-
dent political power, was still striving to
give his cause the color of respectability by
showing that, after all, the farmer too was
a businessmant!

The practical conduct of foreign re-
lations forced the Jeffersonians into a
position no less frustrating than the
maintenance of Hamilton's domestic sys-
tem. In the East they found themselves
almost as dependent on foreign com-
merce as were the sea traders of New
England; their cheapest manufactured
goods were bought abroad, and abroad
their surplus was sold. In the West,
where they looked about hungrily for
new lands, fear of the Indians and of the
closure of their trade outlet at New Or-
leans intensified their expansionist appe-
tites. Expansion of their export market on
the land and defense of it on the sea
finally started them on a headlong retreat
from Jeffersonian principles.

Jefferson himself was both a fierce pa-
triot and a sincere pacifist. During the
Napoleonic Wars, when England and
France began to prey upon American
commerce, he tried to retaliate by a paci-
fistic policy of economic coercion. In De-
cember 1807 Congress passed his drastic
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Embargo Act, which simply confined
American ships to port. His aim was to
bring both sides to terms by withholding
food and other supplies. This was the
one doctrinaire and impractical measure
of his career, and it proved a miserable
failure. The Embargo not only failed to
force Britain and France to respect Amer-
ican rights on the high seas, but also
brought economic paralysis to the trad-
ing cities of the Northeast and the farms
and plantations of the West and South.
Jefferson finally admitted that the fifteen
months of its operation cost more than a
war. At the close of his second term the
Embargo was replaced by a Noninter-
course Act, which opened trade with the
rest of Europe but continued the costly
ban on England and France.

Although Jefferson’s successor, James
Madison, continued to be harried by the
maritime controversy, it was expansion-
ism—what John Randolph called “agrarian
cupidity”—rather than free trade that in
the end brought the War of 1812. South-
ern planters wanted the Floridas and
Northern farmers wanted Canada. Jeffer-
son, always an ardent expansionist, ap-
proved of both aims and accepted the
popular clichés with which expansion
was justified. (“The possession of Can-
ada,” he wrote Adams in the summer of
1812, “secures our women and children
forever from the tomahawk and scalping
knife, by removing those who excite
them.”) As Julius W, Pratt has shown,
enthusiasm for war with England raged
along the broad arc of the frontier; resis-
tance to war was hottest in the old Feder-
alist and mercantile sections.

But if the United States was to with-
draw from Europe economically, as un-
der Jefferson, or to lose its best market
through war, as under Madison, it had to
find a way of employing its energies and

supplying its people with manufactured |

goods. Accordingly, capital, cut off from
its normal investment outlet in overseas
commerce, began to turn to manufactur-
ing. The period of the Embargo and the
War of 1812 proved to be the seedtime of
American industrialism; Henry Adams
remarked on the ironic fact that “Ametj-

can manufactures owed more to Jeffer-

son than to northern statesmen who
merely encouraged them after they were
established.”

Jefferson, of course, realized the imme-
diate implications of his desire to pursue
an independent economic course and as
early as 1805 became a convert to the
development of manufactures. “The spir-

it of manufacture has taken deep root
| among us,” he wrote Dupont in 1809,

“and its foundations are laid in too great
expense to be abandoned.” “Our en-
emy,” he wailed to William Short in 1814,
“has indeed the consolation of Satan on
removing our first parents from Para-
dise: from a peaceable and agricultural
nation he makes us a military and manu-
facturing one.” To another he wrote; “We
must now place the manufacturer by the

side of the agriculturist.” If the United
States was to be peaceful, it must be self- :
sufficient, must end its dependence on-

foreign goods and overseas trade. The

Napoleonic Wars destroyed the Jefferso-:

nian dream of an agrarian common-

wealth. Since Jeffersonian democracy, as -

embodied in measures of public policy,

was entirely dependent upon the agrar-.

ian order, these wars also erased the

practical distinction between Republi- 1

cans and Federalists.

Manufactures, if they were to be main-

tained, needed tariffs, especially when

British capitalists, hoping to crush their-
new competitors at once, began dump--
ing goods in the American market at the'

close of the war. In 1816 the Republicans
passed a much higher tariff than Ham-
ilton’s. They, not the Federalists, began
the American protective system.

~ And war must be financed. Hard hit
by the economic drain of military opera-
tions and the financial sabotage of the
Northeast, the Republicans were con-
fronted with a bitter dilemma: either they
must go begging to the fiscal interests for
support, or they must charter a new
national bank to fill the vacuum they had
created by letting Hamilton’s bank ex-
pire. They chose the second course—and
soon Republican newspapers were re-
printing Alexander Hamilton's arguments
in favor of the constitutionality of the
First Bank of the United States! In vain
did Jefferson rage in his letters against
the banking system. A second bank, sim-
ilar in structure to Hamilton’s, was char-
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tered by the Republicans in 1816. By the
end of that year Jefferson’s party had
taken over the whole complex of Federal-
ist policies—manufactures, bank, tariffs,
army, navy, and all—and this under the
administration of Jefferson’s friend,
neighbor, and political heir, James Mad-
ison. As Josiah Quincy complained, the
Republicans had “out-Federalized Feder-
alism,” By 1820 they had driven the rival
party completely off the field, but only at
the cost of taking over its program. Fed-
eralism, Jefferson wrote to Albert Gal-
latin in 1823, “has changed its name and
hidden itself among us . . . as strong as
it has ever been since 1800.” Nathaniel
Macon, one of the last of the intransigent
agrarians, lamented: “The opinions of
Jefferson and those who were with him
are forgot.”
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THE FAITHFUL AND
THE CRISIS OF FAITH

By most objective criteria, the Americans of 1800 had abundant cause to be
proud, confident, even smug. . . . .

And yet a sense of decadence had plagued the land for five years and
more. From the pulpit rang cries of despair and doom; dishonesty as well as
panic had invaded the marketplace; liars and libelers made a travesty of
freedom of the press; violence, hysteria, and paranoia infested the public
councils. Those Americans who called themselves Federalists felt betrayed by
an ungrateful people for whom they had labored long and well, and feared
that the horrors of Jacobinism and anarchy were hourly imminent. Those
who called themselves Republicans felt betrayed by the twin evils of money
and monarchy, and feared that liberty was about to breathe its last. Many
who embraced neither political sect, whether from apathy or disgust,
nonetheless shared the general feeling that the nation was in an advanced
state of moral rot.

What the Federalists thought was actually of little consequence, for they
were soon to expire, in what Thomas Jefferson called the Revolution of 1800.
Almost miraculously, with their demise—though not because of it—despair
suddenly gave way to euphoria. The new optimism, like the pervasive gloom
and the defeat of Federalism that preceded it, stemmed from an interplay of
social, religious, ideological, and economic forces and institutions, and from
certain ingrained American characteristics. If one would understand the
Jeffersonian revolution—how it happened and how it affected the nation’s
destiny—one must seek first to understand those forces, institutions, and
characteristics.

One of the tenets of Republicanism in America was that, contrary to the
teachings of Montesquieu and other theorists, republican government was
best adapted to large territories, since in an area as vast as the United States
the very diversity of the people would prevent an accumulation of power
inimical to liberty. If the principle, was sound, the Americans were truly
blessed, for their culture was nothing if not plural. At first blush that

From Forrest McDonald, The Presidency of Thomas Jefferson (University Press of Kansas,
1976). Copyright © 1976 by University Press of Kansas. Reprinted by permission.
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generalization might appear strong, or
indeed entirely unfounded. Overwhelm-
ingly, Americans were farmers or traders
of British extraction and the Protestant
faith; and even in politics, as Jefferson
said in his inaugural address, “we are all
republicans, we are all federalists.” But
the mother country itself was scarcely
homogeneous, despite the amalgamation
that financial and governmental power
had brought to Great Britain in the eigh-
teenth century; it comprised a host of
different Celtic peoples—the Irish, the
Welsh, the Cornish, and three distinct
varieties of Scots—as well as Englishmen
who differed from one another from
north to south and east to west. Ameri-
cans had proved slow to cast off the
cultural baggage that they or their ances-
tors had brought with them; and a genera-
tion of independence, though building
some sense of nationhood, had erased
neither their original ethnic traits nor the
intense localism that complemented and
nourished those traits. As to differences
in political principles, Jefferson was right
in regarding them as largely superficial;
yet they were substantive enough to lead
many men to fight, and some to kill, one
another. . . .

It should not be surprising that those
who were saved through revivalism were
also supporters of Jeffersonian Republi-
canism, for the theology of the one was
psychologically akin to the ideology of
the other. In part, to be sure, religious
dissenters supported Jefferson because
of his well-known championship of the
cause of religious liberty. New England
Baptists, for instance, having fought long
and vainly for disestablishment, virtually
idolized Jefferson. South and west of
New England, however, establishment
had long since ceased to be a live issue,
and in much of that area Jefferson’s reli-
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gious views, to the extent that they were
fully known, were if anything a political
handicap. Rather, it was the compati-
bility of outlooks that made it possible
for southern and western revivalists si-
multaneously to embrace evangelical
Arminianism in religion and Republican
ideology in politics.

Anglo-Americans, like the English them-
selves, were by and large nonideological
people, but in 1800 the country was di-
vided into two fiercely antagonistic ideo-
logical camps. In a loose, general sort of
way, and with allowance for a rumber of
exceptions, it can be said that the revival
ideologies derived from contrasting views
of the nature of man. The first view;, that
associated with the Hamiltonian Federal- -
ists, was premised upon the belief that
man, while capable of noble and even
altruistic behavior, could never entirely
escape the influence of his inborn baser
passions—especially ambition and ava-
rice, the love of power and the love of
money. The second, that espoused by the
Jeffersonian Republicans, held that man
was born with a tabula rasa, with vir-
tually boundless capacity for becoming
good or evil, depending upon the whole-
someness of the environment in which
he grew. From the premise of the first it
followed that government should recog-
nize the evil drives of men as individuals,
but check them and even harness them
in such a way that they would work for
the general good of society as a whole,
From the premise of the second it fol-
lowed that government should work to
rid society of as many evils as possible—
induding, to a very large extent, the
worst of evils, government itself. The one
was positive, the other negative; the one
sought to do good, the other to eradicate
evil.
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But the ideological division was more
specifically focused than that. The High
Federalists believed in and had fash-
ioned a governmental system modeled
upon the one that began to emerge in
England after the Glorious Revolution of
1688 and was brought to maturity under
the leadership of Sir Robert Walpole dur-
ing the 1720s and 1730s. In part the sys-
tem worked on the basis of what has
often, simple-mindedly, been regarded
as the essence of Hamiltonianism: tying
the interests of the wealthy to those of
the national government, or more accu-
rately, inducing people of all ranks to act
in the general interest by making it prof-
itable for them to do so. But the genius of
Hamilton's system ran much deeper. He
erected a complex set of interrelated in-
stitutions, based upon the monetization
of the public debt, which made it vir-
tually impossible for anyone to pursue
power and wealth successfully except
through the framework of those institu-
tions, and which simultaneously de-
limited and dictated the possible courses
of government activity, so that govern-
ment had no choice but to function in the
public interest as Hamilton saw it. For
instance, servicing the public debt, on
which the whole superstructure rested,
required a regular source of revenue that
was necessarily derived largely from du-
ties on imports from Great Britain. For
that reason the United States could not
go to war with Britain except at the risk
of national bankruptcy, but could fight
Revolutionary France or France’s ally
Spain, which were owners of territories
that the United States avidly desired.
Hamilton regarded this as the proper
American foreign policy, at least for a
time; and should circumstances change,
he was perfectly capable of redefining
the rules and rerigging the institutions so

as to dictate another policy. In domestic
affairs, a wide range of implications of
his system was equally inescapable.
The Jeffersonian Republicans regarded
this scheme of things-as utterly wicked,
even as the English opposition had re.
garded Walpole’s system. Indeed, though
the Jeffersonians borrowed some of their

ideas from James Harrington and other §§
seventeenth-century writers and some Ji

from John Locke, their ideology was bor-

rowed in toto from such Oppositionists 3
as Charles Davenant, John Trenchard, §&

Thomas Gordon, James Burgh, and most

especially Henry St. John, First Viscount |
Bolingbroke. As a well-rounded system, 38

it is all to be found in the pages of the
Craftsman, an Oppositionist journal that
Bolingbroke published from 1726 to 1737.
The Republicans adjusted the ideology
to fit the circumstances, to fit the United
States Constitution and the “ministry”
of Alexander Hamilton rather than the
British constitution and the ministry of
Robert Walpole; but that was all, and!

astonishingly little adjustment was nec-

essary.

follows. Corruption was everywhere, it
was true; but given a proper environ-
ment, that need not be the way of things.
Mankind could be rejuvenated through;
education and self-discipline, but that
was possible only in the context of a life
style that exalted living on, owning, and

working the land. Only the land could]

give people the independence and un-

hurried existence that were prerequisite

to self-improvement. :

In some Edenic past, “the people”—
which both Bolingbroke and Jefferson
understood to mean the gentry and the

solid yeomanry, and not to include ais-]
tocrats, money jobbers, priests, or the

The. Bolingbroke-Oppositionist cum
Jeffersonian Republicant ideology ran as

scum in the cities—had enjoyed the
proper atmosphere, and therefore had
been happy. Relationships were based
apon agriculture and its “handmaiden”
commerce, upon ownership of land,
honest labor in the earth, craftsmanship
in the cities, and free trade between indi-
viduals. All men revered God, respected
their fellows, deferred to their betters,
and knew their place. Because they were
gsecure in their sense of place, they were
also secure in their identities and their
sense of values; and manly virtue, honor,
and public spirit governed their conduct.

Then a serpent invaded the garden. To
Bolingbroke, the evil started with the
Glorious Revolution, which begat two
bastard offspring: the Financial Revolu-
tion and the system of government by
ministry, rather than the system of sep-
aration of powers that had been embod-
jed in the ancient English constitution.
To Jefferson, things were slightly more
complex. America had been spared the
corruption that had poisoned England
until the accession of George II, and
when it began to infest America, the
spirit of 1776 had saved the day. Yet
the American Revolution, because of the
Hamiltonians, was ultimately undermined
in just the way the English revolution
had been: both were waged to check
executive power, and both ended in the
worst form of executive tyranny, minis-
terial government. The instrument of cor-
ruption in both instances was money—not

“real” money, gold and silver, but artifi- |

cial money in the form of public debt,
bank notes, stocks, and other kinds of
paper—the acquisition of which had
nothing to do with either land or labor.
Government ministers assiduously en-
couraged people to traffic in such paper,
and with that stimulus the pursuit of
easy wealth proved irresistible. A frenzy
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, for gambling, stock-jobbing, and paper

shuffling permeated the highest councils
of state and spread among the people
themselves. Manly virtue gave way to
effeminacy and vice; public spirit suc-
cumbed to extravagance, venality and
corruption.

Jefferson never tired of telling a story
which, to him, epitomized what had gone
wrong. Early in Washington's first ad-
ministration, Jefferson recalled, he had
been engaged in a friendly discussion of
political principles with Hamilton and
Vice-President Adams, Jefferson had main-
tained that an agrarian republic was most
conducive to human happiness. Adams
disagreed and, to Jefferson’s horror, said
that monarchy was better, that if the
British government were purged of cor-
ruption it would be the best system ever
devised. Hamilton, to the astonishment
of both his listeners, decdlared that if the
British system were purged of corruption
it would not work: it was, he said, the
most perfect system of government as it
stood, for corruption was the most suit-
able engine of effective government.

In the matter of foreign relations, Re-
publicans opposed the corrupt new or-
der on two interrelated sets of grounds,
with the same logic and often the same
language that the Oppositionists had
used earlier. One was that it entangled
the nation with foreign powers, making
independent, self-determined action im-
possible. Not only had Hamilton’s sys-
tem prevented the United States from
siding with Revolutionary France against
Britain in the early 1790s—which the
Republicans believed to be the moral
course, as well as the one most advan-
tageous to the country—but it continually
subjected America to alien influences be-
cause foreigners owned a large percent-

" age of the public debt and.the stock
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of the Bank of the United States. This
involvement, in turn, gave rise to the
second set of grounds for objection: for-
eign entanglements necessitated stand-
ing armies and navies, the support of
which added to an already oppressive
tax burden. The gentry and yeomanry,
the Republicans believed, had been car-
rying more than their share of the tax
load, even when taxes had been mainly
in the form of import duties; and when
excise taxes were levied specifically to
support the military during the quasi
war with France in 1798, the new burden
fell almost exclusively on the landed.
Taxes to support standing armies and na-
vies were doubly galling because a pro-
fessional military corps, as a class distinct
from the people, was a threat to liberty in
its own right, and it could also be un-
leashed to collect taxes by force, thus
making the people pay for their own
oppression. (English Oppositionists had
been afraid of standing armies, but not of
navies, for they had regarded a strong
naval establishment as necessary for the
protection of British commerce, The Amer-
ican Republicans’ fear of standing armies
was largely abstract, since they believed
that the traditional American reliance on
militias would prevent the rise of dan-
gerous armies; but their hostility to navies
was immediate and strong, for navies
seemed most likely to involve the United
States in fighting, and besides, navies cost
a lot of money for upkeep even when they
were not actively employed.)

Given all that, a revolution in the form
of a return to first principles was called
for. The several branches of government
must be put back into constitutional bal-
ance, the moneychangers must be ousted
from the temples, the gentry and yeo-
manry must be restored to supremacy,
commerce must be returned to its subor-

dinate role as agriculture’s handmaiden,
and the values of the agrarian way of life
must be cherished anew. In the underta. |
ing, the Republicans had reason for
hope—as, in reality, Bolingbroke and his

circle had not—for it could all be done| |

within the framework of the Constity-
tion. The Constitution made it possible

for the Republicans to gain control of the §i

national government, and should they

prove able to do so, only two major tasks i

needed to be done. The first was to
purge government of extreme, irreconcil-
able monarchists. Jefferson believed that
this could be done quickly and easily, for

he thought that all but a handful of the i

people in government were men of;

sound and honorable principles. The sec- i

ond was to pay off the public debt as

rapidly as possible, since that was thefi
wellspring of the whole system of cor- i

ruption. This would not be easy; but

with good management, honest adminis- Ji

tration, and rigid economy, Jefferson be-

lieved that it could be accomplished|

within sixteen years.
That was the Republicans’ ideclogy
and the essence of their program: restore

the separation of powers through the!
voluntary restraint of virtuous officials, 3
cast out the monarchists and the money @
men, repeal the most oppressive of taxes, |

slash expenses, pay off the public debt,
and thus restore America to the pristine
simplicity of an Arcadian past.

It is to be observed that nothing has]

been said of strict construction of the

Constitution and the extreme states’-rights fi

doctrine of interposition, with which

Jefferson was associated in his argument j§
against the constitutionality of the Bank]
in 1791 and in his authorship of the Ken-

tucky Resolutions against the Alien and

Sedition Acts in 1798 and 1799. The fact is |§
that only a handful of people knew of |§

those documents or knew that Jefferson
had written them; they were not a part
of his public identity Moreover, they
were arguments that had been coined in
the first instance as matters of political
expediency—as means of heading off
what Jefferson regarded as dangerous
activity by the Federalists—and he never
thought of them as sacred principles of
constitutional government,

It is also to be observed that nothing
has been said of the federal judiciary or
of territorial expansion, two matters that
consumed much of the energy and atten-
tion of the Jeffersonians when they came
to power. The judiciary was of merely
tangential consequence in the Jefferso-
nians” thinking; it became important to
them only when it loomed as an unex-
pected stumbling block. Territorial ex-
pansion was an integral part of their
program, but only implicitly: it went with-
out saying that the nation should expand
as the opportunity arose, to make room
for generations of farmers yet unborn.

The Republicans gained control of the
national government, after twelve years
of Federalist domination, in a bitterly
contested election that began in April of
1800 and was not completed until Febru-
ary of 1801 Their triumph was not a
popular mandate for the implementation
of the Republican ideology, nor was it a
popular mandate for anything else. The
presidential electors were, for the most
part, chosen by the state legislatures,
who also chose all the members of the
United States Senate. The decision was
in the hands of no more than a thousand
mern, and for practical purposes it turned
on the activities of two or three doz-
en factional leaders. The supporters of
Thomas Jefferson proved to be more

skillful as political manipulators and |

masters of intrigue than were the sup-
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porters of President John Adams—they
had already proved, in capturing major-
ities in most legislatures, that they were
better organized and more artful in
arousing the voters—and that was the
key to their success.

Nonetheless, their program had a broad
basis of popular support, for it was pecu-
liarly suited to the genius of the Ameri-
can people, and it appealed to their
prejudices and interests as well, More-
ovet, there was no doubt that the Repub-
licans had the talent, the energy, and the
determination to carry the program into
execution. But there was a question, a
very large one. Republican theory was
wondrous potent as an ideology of oppo-
sition, It remained to be seen whether it
was a sound basis for administration,

Jeffersonian Republicanism was an
ideology and an idea, a system of values
and a way of looking at things; and as
the aphorism goes, ideas and ideals have
consequences. But it was also a program
of action, carefully crafted and methodi-
cally executed; and as we are sometimes
wont to forget, actions have conse-
quences, too. To appraise Jefferson’s pres-
idency, it is therefore necessary to take
both sets of criteria into account.

In the realm of ideas and ideology,
Jeffersonian Republicanism was a body
of thought that had been taken largely
from the Oppositionist tradition of eigh-
teenth-century England, principally as
incorporated in the writings of Charles
Davenant, John Trenchard, Thomas Gor-
don, James Burgh, and most particularly
Henry St. John, Viscount Bolingbroke.
This system of thought is explicated
rather fully in the text, and it would be
pointless to reiterate the effort here. It is
useful, however, to remember that we
are speaking of oppositionist thought: Bo-
lingbroke and his predecessors and fol-
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lowers (whether calling themselves Tories
or Commonwealthmen or Real Whigs)
were condemning and seeking to undo
the Financial Revolution and its atten-
dant political corruption, as epitomized
by the ministry of Sir Robert Walpole. In
its stead, they proposed to restore a pris-
tine and largely imaginary past in which
life was rural, relationships were per-
sonal, the gentry ruled as a natural aris-
tocracy, the main corpus of the citizenry
was an honest yeomanry, commerce and
craft-manufacturing existed only as hand-
maidens to agriculture, standing armies
and privileged monopolies and fictitious
paper wealth were all unknown, and
government was limited—limited to an
essentially passive function as impartial
arbiter and defender of the existing social
order, and limited by the unwritten but
inviolable Constitution, dividing power
among; three separate, distinct, and co-
equal branches. In other words, the
Jeffersonians’ ideological forebears were
reactionaries, swimming against the tide
of history, for the world aborning was the
depersonalized world of money, ma-
chines, cities, and big government.

The Jeffersonians, though castigated
by their enemies as dangerous innova-
tors and radicals, were likewise resisting
the emergence of the modern world.
They had seen the Hamiltonian Federal-
ists attempting to transform and corrupt
America, even as the Oppositionists had
seen Walpole and the new monied classes
transform and corrupt England, and they
swallowed the Oppositionists” ideas and
ideology whole. The Jeffersonians re-
publicanized Bolingbroke, to be sure,
developing the doctrine that absolute
separation of powers, with a strictly lim-
ited presidency, was guaranteed by the
written Constitution. In their hearts, how-
ever, they did not trust paper constitu-

tions, and their view of Jefferson’s mission
as president did not differ substantively
and significantly from Bolingbroke’s idea
of a Patriot King: a head of state who §§
would rally the entire nation to his ban- §§
ner, and then, in an act of supreme
wisdom and virtue, voluntarily restrain
himself and thus give vitality and mean- §
ing to the constitutional system. The Re- §
publicans also added the doctrine of
states’ rights, but that was mainly a tacti-
cal position which most of them aban-
doned—except rhetorically—once they
came into control of the national govern- Ji
ment. The only genuine changes they |
brought to the ideology were two. One §i
was to relocate its social base, from that
of an Anglican gentry to that of southern
slaveholders, Celtic-American back-coun- Ji
try men, and evangelical Protestants. The Ji
other was to put the ideclogy into practice, g
If who they were and what they were
seeking are thus understood, it is evident J
that they remained remarkably true to gl
their principles throughout Jefferson’s
presidency—despite charges to the con-
trary by a host of critics, ranging from
Alexander Hamilton to Henry Adams to
Leonard Levy. Moreover, they were re-
markably successful in accomplishing,
what they set out to do. They set out to
destroy the complex financial mecha-g¥
nism that Hamilton had built around the @
public debt, and they went a long way
toward that goal—so close that if warj
could have been avoided for another}
eight years, their success might have]
been total. They also set out to secure the
frontiers of the United States by expand:
ing the country’s territorial domain intoge
the vast wilderness, and they succeededl
so well that it became possible to dream
that the United States could remain &
nation of uncorrupted farmers for a
thousand years to come. :

And yet on the broader scale they
failed, and failed calamitously—not be-
cause of their own shortcomings, but be-
cause their system was incompatible with
the immediate current of events, with the
proad sweep of history, and with the
nature of man and society. As an abstract
idea, Bolingbrokism cum Jeffersonian Re-

ublicanistn may have been flawless,
and it was certainly appealing. In the real
world, it contradicted and destroyed it-
self.

At the core of the Republicans’ think-
ing lay the assumption, almost Marxian
in its nafveté, that only two things must
be done to remake America as an ideal
society and a beacon unto mankind.
First, the public debt must be extin-
guished, for with it would die stock-
jobbing, paper-shuffling, “monopoly”
banking, excisemen, placemen, and all
the other instrumentalities of corruption
that the Walpole/Hamilton system “arti-
ficially” created. Second, governmental
power must be confined to its constitu-
tional limits, which implied reduction of
the functions of government but also,
and more importantly, meant adherence
to the rules of the separation of powers—
that being the only legitimate method, in
their view, whereby a free government
could exercise its authority. If ancient
ways were thus restored, the Jefferso-
nians believed, liberty and independence
would inevitably follow. In turn, liberty
and independence—by which they meant
the absence of governmental restraint or
favor and the absence of effective inter-
ference from -foreign powers—would
make it possible for every man, equal in
rights but not in talents, to pursue happi-
ness in his own way and to find his own
“natural” level in the natural order.

Things did not work out that way,
especially in regard to relations with for-
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eign powers: far from freeing the country
from foreign interference, Republican
policy sorely impaired the nation’s ability
to determine its own destiny. In their
eagerness to retire the public debt, the
Jeffersonians tried diligently to econo-
mize. Toward that end they slashed mili-
tary and naval appropriations so much
as to render the United States incapable
of defending itself—at a time when the
entire Western world was at war. Simul-
taneously, in their haste to destroy all
vestiges of the Hamiltonian system, the
Jeffersonians abolished virtually all inter-
nal taxes. This relieved the farmers and
planters of an onerous tax burden and
arrested the proliferation of hated excise-
men, but it also made national revenues
almost totally dependent upon duties on
imports—which meant dependent upon
the uninterrupted flow of international
commerce, which in turn depended
upon the will of Napoleon Bonaparte
and the ministers of King George III.

For two or three years the Jeffersonians
were extremely lucky. That is to say, dur-
ing that period the kaleidoscope of events
in Europe turned briefly and flukishly in
their favor. They obtained Louisiana as
a result of a concatenation of circum-
stances that was wildly improbable and
was never to be repeated. They were able
to pay off much of the public debt and to
accumulate sizable treasury surpluses
because Great Britain, out of considera-
tion for its own interests, allowed the
Americans to engage in a trade of debat-
able legality, thus swelling the volume of
American imports and, concomitantly, the
revenues flowing into the United States
Treasury.

From 1803 cnward, however, each turn
of the international wheel was less favor-
able to the United States. By 1805 it was
apparent that West Florida—for which
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the Jeffersonians hungered almost ob-
sessively, since its strategic and economic
value was considerably greater than that
of all Louisiana excepting New Orleans—
would not become American in the way
that Louisiana had. In the same year it
began to be clear that the British would
not long continue to allow the United
States to grow wealthy by trading with
Britains mortal enemies.

But for their ideology, the Jeffersonians
could have reversed their earlier policy
gtance, embraced Britain, and become
hostile toward France and Spain, thus
enabling the nation to continue to pros-
per and expand. Given their ideological
commitment, they could not do so. More-
over, given the consequences of their ac-
tions so far, they lacked the strength to
make even a token show of force against
Great Britain. Thus in 1807, when both
Britain and France forbade the United
States to engage in international com-
merce except as tributaries to themselves,
the embargo—a policy of pusillanimity
and bungling, billed as a noble experi-
ment in peaceful coercion—was the only
course open to them.

At home, as they became ever more
deeply impaled upon the horns of their
self-created international dilemma, the
Jeffersonians became progressively less
tolerant of opposition or criticism. From
the beginning they had shown consider-
able disdain for the federal courts; as
Jefferson’s second term wore on, this
disdain degenerated into contempt for
due process of law and for law itself.
Thus the embargo became a program of
domestic tyranny in inverse ratio to its
ineffectiveness as an instrument of inter-
national policy: the more the policy was
found wanting, the more rigorously was
it enforced.

The embargo, then, both as a bankrupt g

foreign policy and as a reign of domestic

oppression, was not a sudden aberration
but the logical and virtually certain out-

come of the Jeffersonian ideology put

into practice: the ideology’s yield was ;
dependence rather than independence,

oppression rather than liberty.

One other aspect of the Jeffersonian 7

experience wants notice, and that con-
cerns the Republicans’ conception of the
presidency as a limited branch of govern-

ment, absolutely separate from the legis-

lative branch. In practice, adherence to
that ideal was impossible because of the
very nature of the presidential office. For

one thing, though some presidential ¥

powets are relatively independent, others
are intermeshed with those of Congress.

For another, the American executive 3

branch is “republicanized,” or kept from
being monarchical, by being made elec-

tive for a fixed term of years. To be sure,

the Republicans’ political machinery was
s0 effective that Jefferson could doubtless
have been elected to a third and even a

fourth term, had he chosen. But Wash- |

ington’s two-term precedent was strong,
and, what was more telling, the psychic
cost of the presidential office was and is
frightful; by the seventh or eighth year

and like most two-term presidents who

followed him, was physically, emotional-

ly, and spiritually exhausted. The second

term was therefore a lame-duck term,

and that fact subtly but significantly

- altered the relationship between the
president and Congress. Pure though Jef- 3
ferson's motives and the motives of 8
many Republican congressmen were, it
was important to them that his popu-'

larity would cease to be of use to them in
seeking reelection, and it was important

to him that he would not need theit |

Po]itical support in 1808. In the circum-
gtances, Jefferson did what lame-duck

esidents normally do—that is, he gravi-
tated toward the arena in which he had
less to do with Congress, the area of
foreign relations; and Congress, and es-
pecially the Senate, also followed the
norm by rising at the end to regain
powers that it believed had been more or
less usurped from it.

Still another crucial aspect of the
American presidency, one with which
the Republicans were not at all prepared
to cope, is that the Constitution vests in
one office and one person two distinct
and nearly incompatible roles which un-
der the British system had come to be
divided between the king and his minis-

| ters. One is the truly monarchical func-

tion, that of serving as the ritualistic
symbol of the nation. The other is the

| purely executive function, that of fash-

joning policy and directing its implemen-
tation. Success in the one hinges upon
the president’s charisma, his leadership,
and his abstract appeal to the whole
people; success in the other hinges upon
the president’s skill in tangible dealings
with small groups and individual human

i beings. The Republicans’ conception of
| the presidency was, in these terms, en-
Jefferson, like Washington before him 8
| first role and wanted the president to fill
¢t the second by standing as aloof from
} Congress as a proper king stands from

tirely unrealistic: they disavowed the

his subjects.

Jefferson was superbly gifted at play-
ing both roles, and he was able to play
them without offending Republican sen-
sibilities or prejudices. He ostentatiously
disdained the pomp and pageantry that
had marked the presidencies of Wash-
ington and Adams, but all the while he
assiduously and effectively courted pop-
ularity. Foreign ministers and Federalist
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critics alike commented upon his inordi-
nate love of popularity, and marked it as
a weakness of character; perhaps it was,
but it was also true wisdom, for rever-
ence toward the Crown was a deep-
rooted habit in the English-speaking
world, and love of the president as king-
surrogate was a crucial social adhesive
for the diffuse and pluralistic infant
United States. Indeed, in this respect
Jefferson made a profound contribution
toward the perdurance of the republic.
Washington had been a veritable demi-
god and a symbol of the nation, and thus
provided a sort of half-way house be-
tween monarchy and republicanism;
Jefferson humanized the presidency and
served as a symbol, not of the nation, but
of the people, and thus made the transi-
tion complete.

In the role of policy-maker and admin-
istrator, Jefferson was even more skilled.
After his inaugural he abandoned the
monarchical practice of appearing in per-
son before Congress; he never held court
or levees, but invited congressmen in
small groups for dinner, where he wore
homespun and hosted them in the man-
ner of a country squire; he never openly
initiated legislation, and only deferen-
tially suggested that Congress might
look into one subject or another; he
never vetoed a bill on policy grounds,
and would not have dreamed of doing
80. In sum, he allowed Congress to func-
tion with no overt presidential direction
and with only the gentlest of presidential
guidance. As to cabinet meetings, he
conducted them as a democracy of equals.
And yet, almost until the end, he ran
Congress more successfully and more
thoroughly than did any preceding pres-
ident and precious few succeeding presi-
dents, and the cabinet always reflected
his will except when he had no firm
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opinions on a matter. Moreover, he did

so without the use of bribery, patronage, |

corruption or coercion: it all flowed from
the force of his intellect, his character,
and his personality.

But, perversely, that too was a weak-
ness of the Jeffersonian scheme of things:
the system could be made to work only
with a Thomas Jefferson at the helm.
When Jefferson himself faltered, as he
did on several occasions during his presi-
dency, the government almost stopped
functioning except in the routine opera-
tions of Galatin's Treasury machinery.
When Jefferson left the office, all the
shortcomings of his method of adminis-
tration became manifest. The cabinet be-
came a cénter of petty bickering and
continuous cabalizing, and Congress split
into irreconcilable factions and repeatedly
asserted its will against the president.

For all these reasons, Jefferson’s legacy
to his successor was a can of serpents,
Jefferson’s second term was merely a ca-
lamity; Madison’s first would be a disaster.

There is more to a presidency than the
tangible events that happen during and
in consequence of it: there are also the
myths it inspires. For a time, of course,
memories were too fresh, feelings were
too strong, and events were too unpleas-
ant to admit of the kind of romanti-
cization that is a necessary prelude to
myth-making. By 1826, however—when
Jefferson along with John Adams died on
the fiftieth anniversary of the Declara-
tion of Independence—memories had
mellowed, new rivalries had replaced the
old, and artful and designing men were
looking to the past for heroes whose lives
could be used or misused to justify their
own doings. Jefferson was admirably
suited for such use and misuse, for he
had written and acted in a greater vari-
ety of ways on a greater variety of sub-

{ American life and values became the city, !

jects than any of the other Founding |
Fathers, and he was more quotable than
any of them save possibly Adams alone, I
But the Jefferson legend developed along
curiously divided lines. In the realm of
formal historical writing, he fared poorly
until well into the twentieth century. . . .
Meanwhile, in the realm of folklore g
and political rhetoric, which ordinary §8
Americans heard and heeded more fre- |l
quently and more trustingly than they
did the staid pronouncements of histo- J
rians, Jefferson was exalted as the patron . Ji
saint of all good things. The range of -
causes for which his name was invoked , {l
is staggering: democracy and partisan-
ship, states’ rights and nationalism, slav-
ery and abolitionism, egalitarianism and |
racism, imperialism and isolationism, |
populism and laissez-faire capitalism, ;]
the planned and the decentralized soci-.
ety. In the nineteenth century, so long as §
rural values continued to prevail in ¥
America despite the relentless march of
industrialization, Jefferson continued to. J§
be identified with the agrarian tradition;
in the twentieth, when the center of }

his connection with that ideal was all but
forgotten, and instead he came to bej
regarded as the champion of the “have- @i
nots” against the “haves,” of the “com-
mon man” (or the “forgotten man” or:j
the “little fellow™) against aristocrats and g
plutocrats. L

In the 1920s and 1930s the two strands of {g
the legend began to come together. The |
Democratic politician-historian Claude G. gt
Bowers and the more scholarly Gilbert4
Chinard began the process of beatifica- g
tion through the written word, andff
though the Jefferson they described was i
one he would scarcely have recognized, §
the process has continued. Franklin Roo--§
sevelt’s New Deal depicted itself as thor- g8

oughly Jeffersonian, though given to the
use of “Hamiltonian means to accom-
plish Jeffersonian ends”—and while build-
ing a federal bureaucracy almost as large
as the population of the entire country
had been during Jefferson’s time and
while extending its regulatory power
apace, it built Jefferson a monument
which declared his frue mission to have
been as a libertarian. In time, and in our
own time, “Jefferson” and “Jeffersonian”
came to mean merely “good,” or “that
which the nation aspires to be.”

The real Jefferson—the one who once
lived in Virginia and once worked in the
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President’s House—was lost in the shuf-
fle. So, too, was the America he wanted
his country to become; and in a nation of
crime-ridden cities and poisoned air,
of credit cards and gigantic corporations,
of welfare rolls and massive bureau-
cracies, of staggering military budgets
and astronomical public debts, of corrup-
tion and alienation, that loss is the more
poignant. He and his followers set out to
deflect the course of History, and History
ended up devouring them and turning

| even their memory to its own purposes.

History has a way of doing that.



POSTSCRIPT

Did President Jefferson Qutfederalize
the Federalists?

It is interesting to note that neither Hofstadter nor McDonald dwell upon the
apparent reversals of Jefferson’s states’ rights and strict constructionist views
of the Constitution when he became president. Hofstadter does not mention
this because he considers Jefferson a pragmatist. McDonald argues that while
Jefferson considered Alexander Hamilton's proposal for a national bank and
John Adams’s Alien and Sedition Acts unconstitutional, he never thought of
them as sacred principles of constitutional government.

Both writers also agree that the embargo and the subsequent War of 1812
with Great Britain undermined the attempts of Jefferson and his successors
Madison and Monroe to maintain America as primarily an agrarian society.
Both authors also note that the war forced the Republicans to accept
manufacturing as an integral part of the American economy. But the two
authors stress different consequences of the war. Hofstadter maintains that
although the Federalist party disappeared soon after the war, the Republi-
cans had fotally adopted its political and economic philosophy of high tariffs,
a national banking system, and the promotion of an industrial economy.
McDonald, on the other hand, stresses that the failed embargo against
England and France made Jefferson’s administration intolerant of dissent and
contemptuous of the law itself. “Thus,” says McDonald, “the embargo
became a program of domestic tyranny in inverse ratio to its ineffectiveness
as an instrument of international policy: the more the policy was found
wanting, the more rigorously was it enforced.” McDonald could also have
pointed out that Jefferson would not be the last president to have a reform
program thwarted by the repressed atmosphere that war creates. Twentieth-
century presidents Woodrow Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, and Lyndon John-
son also saw their domestic reforms undone when the country put its
energies into waging war.

It is not surprising that Jefferson’s two major biographers, both professors
at the University of Virginia for many years, have written sympathetic
portraits. Dumas Malone’s magisterial Jefferson and His Times, 6 vols. (Little,
Brown, 1948-1981) and Merrill Peterson’s 900-page opus Thomas Jefferson and
the New Nation: A Biography (Oxford University Press, 1970) contain detailed
accounts of most facets of his life and are very useful as reference works.
Peterson's The Jeffersonian Images in the American Mind (Oxford University
Press, 1960) is a wonderful account of the use and misuse of Jefferson’s image
in American politics since his death. Widely acclaimed by general reviewers
though not by historians is Fawn M. Brodie’s psychobiography Thomas
Jefferson: An Intimate History (W, W. Norton, 1974), which accepts as true the
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liaison between Jefferson and Sally Hemings that led to five un-
acknowledged sons and daughters. A shorter version can be found in
Brodie’s “The Great Taboo,” American Heritage (June 1972). There are few
modern critical portraits of Jefferson. One is Leonard Levy; Jefferson and Civil
Liberties: The Darker Side (Quadrangle, 1973), which occasionally reads like a
lawyer’s brief but points out the contradictions between Jefferson’s philo-
sophical principles and his actions as president. More balanced, though
critical, is Forrest McDonald’s Thomas Jefferson (Kansas, 1976). No student
should miss McDonald’s concise critical summary of Washingtons and
Jefferson’s precedent-setting impact on the American presidency in “A
Mirror for Presidents,” Commentary (December 1976).

The 1980s produced a number of books about the third president. A solid
work of reasonable length that represents a lifetime of scholarship is Noble E.
Cunningham, Jr., In Pursuit of Reason: The Life of Thomas Jefferson (Louisiana
State University Press, 1987). Those who want to sample Thomas Jefferson’s
Writings should consult the 1,600-page volume edited by Merrill Peterson for
the Library of America in 1985. Peterson has also edited Thomas Jefferson: A
Reference Biography (Scribner’s, 1986), which contains 25 original essays that
integrate the many interests of this Renaissance man. Finally, the Library of
America has recently reissued Henry Adams’s History of the United States of
America During the Administrations of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison. Both
volumes deserve the title “classic” and should be sampled by the serious
student.

201



