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. ; o Part1al Fulﬁllment o
I | j The Vrs1on of Thomas Jefferson

hen reﬂectrng upon the 1deals and prmc1ples embod1ed in the life and career of Thomas L
]efferson, it becomes ev1dent that many of his words and rdeas have withstood the test of -

time. However, due to the vast changes in Amencan society since ]effersons death, other -
pnncrples rncluded in his vision for the infant republic are no longer practical in contemporary Amerlcan_ -

_society. Jeffersons view of America asbeing a nation tied to agriculture is no longer realistic, nor would -
*hisview of a country governed by ehte, white land owners be possible today. Furthermore, his assump-
“tion thata democracy should per1od1cally renew itself through rebellion would lead to chaos today. On
“the other hand, ]effersons advocacy of the: Separatlon of church and state, hrs strong commrtment to

educanon, and his optrrmsm that reasonable human beings can determme their own future are 1deals :

“that have endured since his- death both enr1ch1ng and strengthenmg our natron

Desptte ]effersons fores1ght sorne . of his prmcrples and 1deals have not proved pract1ca.l for R
American society. ]efferson was unprepared for the nation’s transformation into an industrial society.

~ Believing that the growth of the nation was dependent on the growth of agnculture, Jefferson did not -

foresee the prosperity of an America whose economy was not based on an agrarian lifestyle.

: .Furthermore, ]efferSOn v1ewed industrialization as a threat to the. stablhty of the republic; thrnkrng it

would cause class divisions between the rich and the poor, which would ultlmately result in a politically -

“volatile situation.t I—I1s idea of trade was the exportation of agricultural products; not the ongoing cycle
. of buying; selling; anid tradmg that we have today. Along with the fear of industrialization, Jefferson
despised banks, the stock market and cities wh1ch he percelved as dwellmgs for the mobs who threat—

ened hberty

Vxewmg banks as “a machme for the corruptlon of leglslature, ]efferson d1d not-envision the. -

_ beneﬁts that result from a drversrﬁcatlon of earning income prov1ded by modern bankmg and com-

merce.3 Even though all progress must cortie with a price, Jefferson did not seem willing to accept the

' ‘growth of caprtahsm He would likely view the growth of business and cities as the corruption of the
- United States. However, cap1tahsm has provided jobs, h1gher standards of lwmg, and better relatlons

among foreign countrles through trade, and it is cléar that the growth of cities is inevitable due to the

_growth of populatlon over time and the lack of land area. jeffersons aversion to mdustnal soc1ety, cities,
and busrness would rnake lrum uncomfortable in Amenca today -

Jefferson was also hm1ted to h.lS time when he failed to envision the racrally and socially hetero-

- geneous society of modern America. Jefferson's views that did not allow for racial and social diversity in
.VAmenca especrally in regard to Afncan—Arnencans, were proved unreahstlc for conternporary American



' soc1ety Although ]efferson denounced slavery as “a great political and moral ev11 § unhke George
Washlngton, he did not ‘take measures to free his slaves.4 He felt that Afrrcan—Amencans could not live
with whites peacefully once they were given freedom. Therefore, ]efferson was an advocate of African-

Amencan deportatron Although he was the author of the Declaration of Independence; which states N
‘that “all n men are created equal,” he obv10usly did not recognize black slaves within that category. i

N Although rac1sm strll exists in American society, views regarding the inferior status of African-

~ Americans are no longer acceptable As a melting-pot nation, the United States has found that i its racral

| diversity has contributed to its strength whereas ]efferson would have felt that racial drversuy would -+~ -
~ have weakened the nation, His vision for the future of America was centered upon one race; Caucasmns :

- These Caucasians, capable of dn'ectrng the democracy, were to be land owmng gentry Amenca srmply

'; has not developed accordmg to these nonons : ' '

5 Advocacy of rebelhon to 1mprove democracy proves to be another of Jeffersons 1deals that isout
: of place today. He beheved that ‘the tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to trme with the blood
of patriots and tyrants. ”5 This quote. was found on the shirt of Trmothy McVergh a suspect in the

S ‘Oklahoma Clty bombing.® Jefferson believed that the government must be held accountable for its

- actions: and should strive. solely to meet the: needs of the people. If the power of the few in government

- spun out of control, he felt that bloodshed ‘was an appropriate and necessary wake-up call for the unre-

’ .‘sponswe leaders ]effersons approval of Shays Rebellion and the French Revolunon are ewdence thathe
did not put limits on rebellious tactics.” Today’s society favors compromise and dehberatron over blood— »
- shed. With the vast progress in weaponry since Jefferson’s time, the number of lives that can be lostin
i rebelhon is'much. greater The Oklahoma Clty bombmg is one. example of resorting to violence in oppo-
- sition to the governmentr Problems with the current governmental admlmstratlon are 1deally addressed
- through the proper channels, not through the barrel of a gun. : '

_ Even though some parts of ]effersons v131on have not come to pass in contemporary Amencan e
o soc1ety, he should be prarsed for his 1n51ght in some areas He was 2 product of his times and it is unfair-

to expect him to possess extraordmary foresight in all areas. When ]efferson wrote in the Declaratron of -
C :Independence that “all men are created equal,” he was referrmg to the white, land owning, upper-classes |
i of soc1ety, ‘yet his intention was not bad. If that statement had not been included in a document so vital -
~ . “to our nation’s foundmg, the modern perception of equality, wh1ch has expanded to mclude minorities -

and women, may not have evolved ‘Even without dehberate actlon, ]effersons words formed the founda— -
: uon upon Whrch our present concern for civil rlghts rests. s

Therefore, desplte those cases Where ]efferson appears unprophetrc about contemporary society; -
he did make many contrrbunons to 'America that make him worthy of his status as an American hero
"and one of the founchng gentuses - of our country One of the first prmerples stressed by Jefferson that did =
- stand the test of time was the idea of the separation of church and state. During ]effersons time, his
home state of Vlrgrma was still strongly influenced by its Anghcan roots. Consequently, there were laws
‘punishing those who'did not conform to the rehglon of the founders. Heresy was pumshable by death;
- the denial of the Trinity led to three: yea.rs of i 1rnpnsonment and church attendance was mandatory.
| _]efferson was appalled by these harsh -punishments and found them stifling the- hberty which Americans -

~ had gained through hard fought battles. In order to restore liberty to the people, Jefferson authored the

: Statute of Virginia for Religious Freedom, which kept the government from denymg the people freedom :
- of chorce regardmg rehglon 8 Behevmg that dlversrty in rehgrous pracnces could only sttengthen faith, -



.

]efferson stood by the maxim Wluch declared that, when it came to rehg1on “d1v1ded we. stand uruted we

~fall” His strong stand. for. rehgrous freedom remains a ‘principle that is valued by contemporary

American society. Jefferson would be pleased that Amencans today have the freedom to pracnce the

' rehglon of therr cho1ce w1thout penalty from the government

The emphasrs that ]efferson placed on educatron also remains of soc1eta1 1mportance today
During a time when little money was bemg spent on schools, Jefferson founded the University of -

~Virginia. He believed that all knowledge was useful knowledge Even after hisschooling was. complete,

he looked for other ways to ‘satisfy his insatiable love for learning, ]efferson served nearly twenty years as

= president of the American Philosophical Socrety, the nation's foremost scientific organization. An-avid

inventor, Jefferson studied science because he believed that every scientific advance would i increase - _
human happiness.10 Since modern scientific advances have included chemical warfare and the hydrogen L

~ bomb, one could only speculate as to whether Jefferson would wish to retract that statement,

Nevertheless , Jefferson’s commitment to the pursuit of knowledge is-an 1deal that he would ﬁnd fulﬁlled o

L in the hrgher educatron system of our contemporary republic. -

The most 1mportant ideal that ]efferson demonstrated through h1$ governmental leadershlp was
his opumxsm that reasonable human beings could determine therr own future. He believed that i imposi-
tion of governmental power was an obstructlon of the liberty that people possessed to direct their own

lives. Without a doubt, ]efferson would be upset by the number of rules and’ regulatlons currently
imposed by our federal government He would find it unthmkable that the government instructs citizens
~ bylaw to wear seat belts when driving, or that our federal tax codes fill volumes. Favormg s1mphc1ty in
: .government ]efferson was astounded by the power and authonty of the federal government and the -
potential majesty surroundmg the presrdency It would be hard to- picture ‘him, a'simple man who walked
. to his own 1naugurat10n dancing at a number of maugural balls, amidst great pomp and c1rcumstance :
Certarnly he would be confused by the: promrses made by modern. presrdentla.l candidates to solve every

problem brought to them by every voter. ]efferson swore upon the altar of God ‘eternal hosnhty agatnst
every. from of tyranny over the mind of man. "11 He had faith in people’s ability to use reason to over-

‘come 1ncompetence without unnecessary mterventmn from the government. This faith and trust in the
~ common man, unmatched by Jefferson’s predecessors and successors in American leadership, ; must contmue
to develop if contemporary Amencan soc1ety Is to fulﬁll h1s vision for the repubhc :

In summary, some of Jeffersons ideals and pr1nc1ples for the 1nfant repubhc have been upheldin

‘the years followrng his death, while others have not endured. In spite of his limitations, his vision has

proved prophetic in many instances and has, without a doubt contributed to the progress of this nation.
]effersons legacy, the conﬁdence in the irrepressible potent1al of the human spirit, will continue to chrect
the progress of contemporary society. Many of his words and ideas have transcended h1$ tlme, embody-

|ing the hopes and: dreams that Amencans have for the future of their- nation.
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