A Individual L1berty as a Fulﬁllment
B of ]effersons Vision For Amenca

- homas Jefferson embod1ed certain ideals and pr1nc1ples wh1ch have embedded themselves
deeply into the consciousness of American society and whose effects can still be felt today Sl
]efferson is an enigmatic figure in American history, and upon review of hlS Tife and career, the ©
| ,complexmes inherent in his nature become quite distinctive: Indeed ]efferson was 2 complex individual -
~ who held views considered by many to be contradictory. There is nio questton that Jefferson showed
ambwalent tendencies toward a variety of issues. What is clear, however, is that this Vn'gmla-born, :
wealthy aristocrat who penned the Declaratlon of Independence and who served two terms 4s Pre51dent
- of the United States, had a definite vision for the infant republic. The crux of Jeffersons vision for -
America rests on the idea of 1nd1v1dual hberty For Jefferson, this view manifested itself pnmanly in .
three - ways: the concept of the pursuit of happiness, his ideal of an agrarian democracy based on the

functions of the yeoman farmer, and his idea of limiting the power of the government. These three con-

- cepts. represented. for Jefferson the means by wluch to attain the ultimate end of individual hberty In
e dec1d1ng whether or not ]effersons vision has been fulfilled in contemporary Amencan society, it is

- ‘important to see how the means have been fulfilled, but it is much more important to determine if the

~ end has been achieved. Having said that, I think that Jefferson’s essential vision for America has been g
~fulfilled in contemporary society because his idea of individual liberty has endured and flourished.

 Animportant element in Jefferson's vision for America is the idea of the pursuit of hdppiness,
which accordmg to ]efferson, was a natural right shared by all men. Charles M Wiltse says of Jeffersons ..
= vision, “so man is pictured as a gregarlous animal, endowed by nature with a moral sense which enables
- him to dlstmgmsh tight from wrong’ (WlltSC 69). Wiltse goes on to say that “his ethlcal end is happl-
‘ness, which can be achieved only in- society; and the end of society itself is to promote the individual

- happmess of its members” (Wiltse 69). This idea of individual happiness within the larger society is at”
the center of ]effersons vision, and lends 1tself partlcularly well to: the 1dea of the American dream. -

The concept of the 1nd1v1dual in Amenca having the opportumty to pursue his own - _
happmess(so long as this pursuit does not 1nterfere with or encroach upon the rights of others) is as cen-
tral to modern American thought as it was to Jefferson. Charles M. Wiltse says, “the happiness princi- -

: '- ple is undoubtedly the most sugmficant feature of Jefferson’s theory of rights, for it raises government

above the mere function of securing the 1nd1v1dual against the encroachment of others. By recognizing a
- right to the pursuit of happiness, the state is committed to aid its citizens in the constructive task of -
H obtammg the1r desires, whatever they may be’ "(Wiltse 70). This i 1nterpretat10n of the function of the
state is inferesting because i it sets forth a precedent in which the individual happmess of a citizen is
equal to, and 1nclus1ve of, those other two natural r1ghts, hfe and hberty The pursult of happmcss, what



' Robert Darnton calls ‘the rhetoncal chmax to Thomas ]effersons enunciation of natural rrghts and revolutlonary

" theory (Darnton 46), also seems 1o’ bea kind of testament to Jefferson’s opnmrsm. Jefferson was not confronta-

: tlonal in a direct sense, and as Stanley Elkins and Eric McKitrick state, ‘because of his essennal opt1m1sm
Jefferson seldom felt it necessary to break Iances ‘He believed, and often in effect saxd that all would come right
with time” (Elkms and McKitrick 205). This optimistic outlook is consistent with the general Enhghtenment

views of the time,. and it lets. the student of Jefferson in on another level of ]effersoman thought; that for

_ Jefferson, defeats, poht1cal or otherwrse, were only temporary mterruptlons on the path toward the

:, eventual goal e : ‘

-In m'odern ‘America, the idea of the pursuit of 'happiness is ever—present in the sense that happiness is:a

- goal. toward whrch most Amerrcans strive, often exerting considerable effort in the process. Happiness, though,

- isarelative term and can perhaps be best described in a general way. For most Amerrcans, the “dream” canbe
- summed up in one word: opportumty There are no guarantees for happmess and, in any event, such an abstract
- 'niotion could not be realistically guaranteed But as long as the opportunity exists for an average citizen to

" achieve his own version of happiness, then the dream is alive and individual liberty is exemphﬁed ]efferson

~would probably agree that the opportunity exists now more than ever to pursue your dreams in Amerlca, inas-
. :much as it is possrble to objectrfy happlness o : S

A second mgredrent in ]effersons vision: for Amenca is the 1dea of an agranan democracy based on the

g _ﬁmcuons of the yeoman' farmer. In this sense, , Jefferson placed a higher social value upon the virtuous nature

- inherent in a rural socrety In reference to Jeffersons Notes. on the State of V1rg1n1a, Elkins and McKitrick state
 that ]effersons conviction that Whatever his countrymen mrght do, and whatever concessions he himself might
~ have to make, the Umted States ought to remain 2 rural socrety” (Elklns and McKrtrrck 199). Elkins and

: 'McKltnck go on to say of Jefferson's wsron, that “whatever econoemic expediency might seem to dictate etther

: way, a socrety of yeoman farmers was mherently more stable, more virtuous, and more republican than any

' 'other (Elkms and MCK.ltrle 199) This is rs srgmﬁcant because it 1llum1nates ]effersens Jdeologlcal and economic

:v1ewpomts

]effersons problems w1th 1ndustry stemmed from 1ts drametncal opposmon to lus 1deal of a yeoman

e repubhc. Industry and commerce represented evil in the sense that they contributed to the forces of corrupnon o
-~ which were on the verge of runmng rampant throughout the modern world. Jefferson saw -what was happemng

in England and its effect upon America, and he didn’t ike it. Elkins and McKttrxck say of his agrarian world -
- view: “It applies not least to his feelings about England where commerce was being used as an instrument to
. corrupt America, and against whose commerce Amerrca ought to stnke to cleanse herself of those’ corruptrons

(Elkms and MCKJtI'le 199)

Another major aspect of }effersons drspleasure with the rise of mdustry has to do with the challenge
that it presented to his idea of autonomy. For Jefferson, the yeoman farmer was the epitome of an autonomous

. ‘American and, until the advent of the secret ballot, the only American who would vote his mind, 1rrespect1ve of .
e outsrde forces. Wrth an increase in mechamzatlon, Jefferson feared, the mdmdual would be lost in the shufile, as

it were, and effectively become part of a collectwe, the likes of which would not resemble 1nd1v1dua.hsm inany
respect. The question of whether or not the rise of technology (ie.s computers, automation, cloning, etc.)
. threatens the 1nd1v1dual liberty of Amencan citizens is a quesnon that is as hotly contested today as it wasin.
Pl ]effersons tlrne ‘ : S :




_ Ironically, Jefferson himself may have actually given rise to the American industrialism which he
- 50 despised, in order that he might enable the United States to become economically self-sufficient and

' independent of European trade:  In reference to this, chhard HCfstadter states: “Jefferson,‘ of course,
 realized the immediate 1mphcatrons of his desire to pursue an 1ndepender1t economic course and as early
 as 1805 became a convert to the development of manufactures” (Hofstadter 40). This shows the ability
of Jefferson to adapt his views and actions to ever-changing circumstances. In this respect, Jefferson was
‘able to change his means in order to achieve the sameend, namely the -Vb’etterment of American soclety;

- In contemporary Anmerica, the idea of an agrarian democracy is long gone. Obviously, America is -
a leading agricultural producer in the global marketplace, but not in the way that Jefferson orrgmally '
envisioned, With large corporations taking over the majority of the farmmg functions in the country, the ‘
modern day “yeoman farmer” doesn’t exist. Addmonally, the emergence of big citis and the numbers of
people flocking to those cities is indicative of a movement away from a rural society and towards a more
urban, or at least suburban one. The reason for this is one of pracncahty, n a free- market economy like
that of the United States, the cities are where the jobs are. People don’t grow the1r own food; they go to
the supermarket But Thomas ]efferson was nothing if not pragmatic, and his greater vision was one of
individual liberty. So the better question mrght be not whether America achreved the goal of agrarran- :
ism, but rather whether or not the current system affords the average American crtrzen a greater or lesser
degree of individual liberty: than that which was enjoyed by his predecessor in the 18th century. I think
Jefferson would agree that the modern Ametican enjoys at least an equal amount of liberty, even: though '
the external circumstances in America have changed so much. A good example of this fact is the
increased amount of leisure time; created in large part by technologrcal advances, which afford the citi-
zens the freedom t0 do what they choose Thls is a testament to the enduring quahty of ]effersons o
mind. '

Completing the triumvirate of Jefferson's vision of the infant republic is his ideal of limited. gov-
ernment. Jefferson distrusted centralized government, and was of the opinion that individual liberty -
- could flourish only in an environment where the power of the government was Timited. Jefferson alludes
‘to this in his Notes on the State of Vzrgzma when he states: “In December 1776, our circumstances being
much distressed, it was proposed in the house of delegates to create 2 drctator invested W1th every power
legislative, executive, and judiciary, civil and military, of life and death; over our persons and over our
properties. One who entered into this contest from a pure love. of liberty... must stand confounded and

- dismayed when he is told that a cons1derable portion of that pluralrty had meditated the surrender of

. them (nghts) mto a srngle hand” ]efferson 126). Tlus distrust stemmed from his dealings with monar-
chical governments and his knowledge of dictatorial regimes. Jefferson was intrigued with Native'

“American systems of no real government, but thought it 1rnpract1cal for large populatrons. Jefferson's

vision for government then, was pragmatic in that he saw government as an instrument designed to© -
serve the masses and to help the people achieve happmess through liberty. Usually this meant that gov-
ernment should not interfere with things too much, excepting those times when it could effect the
increased lrberty and protection of nghts of citizens. Federal government should be relatrvely weak, wrth :
cons1derable power gomg to state and local governments. . o

Jefferson’s 1nvolvement in the Louisiana purchase prov1ded a test to. hrs theory: of hmlted gov-
ernment ‘Nowhere in the constltutron does it state that the federal government has-the power to expand -
by purchasing land. In this way, Jefferson _effectrvely increased the power of the federal government.



| Edward Chanmng says of thls It was not the expend1ture of the money wluch troubled h1m it was not

= ~the acquisition of an empire which disturbed his mind, it was the constltutronal aspect which annoyed

~him” (Chanmng 73). Claude Bowers offers this clarification: “To him the constitution was not a fetish to
be worshlpped and made sacrosanct against change, but an. instrument for the service of the nation, to.
be changed when changed conditions demanded change in the interest of progress * (Bowers 349).

! In modern Amenca, we still try to guard against “b1g government but where the tederal gov~
ernment has exercised power (c1v11 rights, for 1nstance), it has done so in order to protect 1nd1v1dual
- nghts In tlus way, ]effersons vision for hmxted government has been fulﬁ]led ‘

A.lthough Jeffersons minor goals drd not always Work out (agrarlan democracy), his major and
more essentlal goal of individual liberty has been fulfilled. To sum up, Jefferson’s vision of an agrarran

: :democracy was not fulfilled, but his ideas of the pursurt of happmess and hmrted government were. Two_ P

~out of three 1snt bad, especrally when 1nd1v1dua1 hberty prevails.
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