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	Western Civilization from 1650 to the Present

Dr. Edrene S. McKay ( (479) 855-6836 ( Email: esm@online-history.com


TOPIC 5.3 IN PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS

As the AETN website on Thomas Jefferson and the Enlightenment points out: "Thomas Jefferson was able to capture the tone and spirit of Enlightenment thinking in words that have stimulated generations of people." These descriptions of the five freedoms that Jefferson held in such high regard were taken from that website but formatted to allow for easier reading and printing.
DISCUSSION QUESTION: Read the description of each freedom and locate a picture that you feel represents it best. Put your pictures into PowerPoint, identifying each freedom, and share them with your classmates.

	
1
	Political Freedom


"We hold these truths
 to be self-evident..."
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Thomas Jefferson considered the Declaration of Independence his greatest achievement. It marked the beginning of self-government in America, kindling a flame that he believed would eventually light the world. But the Declaration was a personal achievement for Jefferson as well, a masterpiece of eloquence that still inspires us today. 

Near the end of his life, Jefferson explained his goal in writing the Declaration of Independence: 

Not to find out new principles, or new arguments, never before thought of, not merely to say things which had never been said before; but to place before mankind the common sense of the subject, in terms so plain and firm as to command their assent... Neither aiming at originality of principle or sentiment, nor yet copied from any particular or previous writing, it was intended to be an expression of the American mind, and to give to that expression the proper tone and spirit called for by the occasion. 

It is the "tone and spirit" of Jefferson's writing that make the Declaration of Independence something more than a statement of political principles. To see this, compare Jefferson's words to those of another Virginian, George Mason, whose "Declaration of Rights" was adopted by the Virginia assembly on June 12, 1776, while Jefferson was still working on his first draft. 

	George Mason Declaration of Rights
All men are by nature equally free and independent, and have certain inherent rights, of which, when they enter into a state of society, they cannot, by any compact, deprive or divest their posterity; namely, the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring and possessing property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety. 
	Thomas Jefferson Declaration of Independence We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness... 


The ideas in the two passages are almost identical, and may even be more clearly explained by George Mason. But in Jefferson's hands these ideas become charged with the "tone and spirit" of conviction. Instead of setting down political facts, he affirms eternal truths about humanity. Instead of spelling things out, he makes us feel that more remains to be said. 

Jefferson's draft of the Declaration shows that he worked hard to give this passage its distinctive style. Mark the changes he made on the transcript shown below, then compare Jefferson's draft with the passage by George Mason and with his own final choice of words. 

Thomas Jefferson Draft of the Declaration of Independence We hold these truths to be sacred & undeniable; that all men are created equal & independent; that from that equal creation they derive rights inherent & inalienable; that among these are the preservation of life, & liberty, & the pursuit of happiness; 

· What differences do you notice among these nearly parallel expressions of our most basic political beliefs? What do these differences reveal about Jefferson's mind and character? 

· In Thomas Jefferson, the historian Daniel Boorstin says that Jefferson was the apostle of a society that constantly responds to changes in the world, a society open to new possibilities. Looking at the Declaration of Independence from this point of view, to what extent does Jefferson tell us not what we are as Americans but what we can be? 

	Religious Freedom
"Almighty God hath created the mind free..."
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	Next to the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson took greatest pride in his authorship of the Virginia Statute of Religious Freedom, which, as his friend James Madison said, "extinguished forever the ambitious hope of making laws for the human mind." 

Jefferson wrote this statute in 1777, when he had returned from the Continental Congress to begin a wholesale revision of Virginia's laws that would eradicate every trace of aristocratic privilege hidden in them. At the time, "the free exercise of religion, according to the dictates of conscience" was an established right in Virginia. Yet Jefferson's statute was bitterly opposed and led to what he later called "the severest contest in which I have ever been engaged." 

The statute finally passed in 1786, thanks to the political skills of James Madison and only after the assembly had deleted significant portions of Jefferson's original law. Partly as a result of this victory, however, Jefferson gained a reputation as an enemy of religion. Thirty years later he wrote that "the priests indeed have...thought it proper to ascribe to me...anti-religious sentiments...They wished him to be thought atheist deist, or devil, who could advocate freedom from their religious dictations." 

Why did Jefferson's defense of religious freedom backfire in this way? Read this excerpt from Jefferson's statute, which shows the main sections crossed out by the Virginia assembly in parentheses. Then try to answer the questions below. 

Virginia Statute of Religious Freedom
(Well aware that the opinions and belief of men depend not on their own will, but follow involuntarily the evidence proposed to their minds; that) Almighty God hath created the mind free, (and manifested his supreme will that free it shall remain by making it altogether insusceptible of restraint;) that all attempts to influence it by temporal punishments...tend only to beget habits of hypocrisy and meanness, and are a departure from the plan of the holy author of our religion, who being lord both of body and mind, yet chose not to propagate it by coercions on either, as was in his Almighty power to do, (but to extend it by its influence on reason alone;) that the impious presumption of legislators...[who] have assumed dominion over the faith of others...hath established and maintained false religions over the greatest part of the world;...(that the opinions of men are not the object of civil government, nor under its jurisdiction;)...and finally, that truth is great and will prevail if left to herself; that she is the proper and sufficient antagonist to error, and has nothing to fear from the conflict unless by human interposition disarmed of her natural weapons, free argument and debate; errors ceasing to be dangerous when it is permitted freely to contradict them. 

· How did the assembly's deletions limit Jefferson's conception of religious freedom? How did their changes limit his conception of the mind's freedom? 

· Why would religious officials feel threatened by Jefferson's statute? What attitude does he express toward churches and church doctrine? What role does he provide for ministers and churches in an individual's religious life? 

· What is the "truth" Jefferson believes will prevail when left to itself? What truth does Jefferson himself believe in? Would he be considered an enemy of religion today? 
· 

	Social Freedom
"Free government is founded in jealousy..."
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	Thomas Jefferson returned from his post as minister to France in 1789, expecting to resume his private life at Monticello. Instead, he learned that he had been appointed the nation's first Secretary of State by President George Washington. For the next twenty years, with little break, he would play a leading role in the "experiment" of creating a national government. 

From Jefferson's point of view, the experiment began badly. Most policies were set by the Treasury Secretary, Alexander Hamilton, who believed that "stability and order in Government...are essential to public strength and private security and happiness." Jefferson believed just the opposite: that private happiness is the source, not the result, of stable government. He saw Hamilton's approach as a form of monarchy and a betrayal of democratic principles. 

Those who shared Jefferson's fears soon formed the Republican party, while Hamilton's supporters became known as the Federalists. In 1798, while Jefferson was Vice President, attacks in the press led the Federalists to pass the Sedition Act, which outlawed all opposition to the government, whether by protest or in print. Jefferson responded by secretly drafting a resolution for the Kentucky legislature (see below) that claimed states have the right to overrule any federal law they believe to be unconstitutional. For Jefferson, government had become a struggle for power. 

Two years later, Jefferson was himself President, brought to power by what he would call the Revolution of 1800, which swept Federalists out of office. Delivering his first inaugural address, Jefferson now saw the workings of American government in an entirely different light. 

Compare Jefferson's two descriptions of the American system of government, the one founded in "jealousy," the other in generosity of spirit. 

The Kentucky Resolutions
Confidence is everywhere the parent of despotism - free government is founded in jealousy...; it is jealousy and not confidence which prescribes limited constitutions, to bind down those whom we are obliged to trust with power:...let the honest advocate of confidence read the alien and sedition acts, and say if the Constitution has not been wise in fixing limits to the government it created, and whether we should be wise in destroying those limits. Let him say what the government is, if it be not a tyranny, which the men of our choice have conferred on our President, and the President of our choice has assented to...In questions of power, then, let no more be heard of confidence in man, but bind him down from mischief by the chains of the Constitution. 

Jefferson's First Inaugural Address
Let us, then, fellow-citizens, unite with one heart and one mind. Let us restore to social intercourse that harmony and affection without which liberty and even life itself are but dreary things....every difference of opinion is not a difference of principle. We have called by different names brethren of the same principle. We are all Republicans, we are all Federalists. If there be any among us who would wish to dissolve this Union or to change its republican form, let them stand undisturbed as monuments of the safety with which error of opinion may be tolerated where reason is left free to combat it....This is the sum of good government, and this is necessary to close the circle of our felicities. 

· To what degree are they contradictory? To what degree are they counterparts to one another? 

· What common principles or beliefs unite them as expressions of Jefferson's political philosophy? 

· How can both be attributed to Jefferson's unshakable faith in freedom as the binding force of human society? 


Intellectual Freedom 

	"Educating the common people" is the only "sure foundation...for the preservation of freedom and happiness."
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Thomas Jefferson considered the founding of the University of Virginia the last great accomplishment of his life. He had first proposed the idea in 1779, as part of a public education system that would give all Virginians the opportunity to advance from grade school through college. Over the decades, Jefferson encouraged others to have his plan implemented, for he believed that "educating the common people" is the only "sure foundation...for the preservation of freedom and happiness." 

Finally, when he retired from the Presidency in 1810, Jefferson was able to champion the cause of education himself and eventually found support for a new state university - really a new kind of university, one that would teach students to search out new knowledge rather than instruct them in the lessons of the past. 

His university, Jefferson wrote, would be "based on the illimitable freedom of the human mind to explore and to expose every subject susceptible of its contemplation." And it would be open to all with a mind to begin that exploration, regardless of rank or religion. 

To house this new kind of university, Jefferson invented the first college campus, believing, as he said, that "a University should not be a house but a village." For nearly eight years Jefferson directed construction of this academic community, designing individual homes where the college professors would both live and teach, and linking these with dormitories for the students along the sides of a great lawn, with a massive domed library at one end and an open view of the Blue Ridge Mountains at the other. 

Report of the Commissioners for the University of Virginia, 1818
Education...engrafts a new man on the native stock, and improves what in his nature was vicious and perverse into qualities of virtue and social worth. And...each generation, succeeding to the knowledge acquired by all those who preceded it...must advance the knowledge and well-being of mankind, not infinitely, as some have said, but indefinitely, and to a term which no one can fix and foresee....How much more encouraging to the achievements of science and improvement is this, than the desponding view that the condition of man cannot be ameliorated, that what has been must ever be, and that to secure ourselves where we are, we must tread with awful reverence in the footsteps of our fathers. 

· How does the University of Virginia reflect Jefferson's ideas about the nature and purpose of a university? 

· Why would he think a university belongs in the foothills of Virginia's western frontier? 

· Why would he center university life around a lawn? 

· Why would he place the university's students between a library and a view of unspoiled nature? 

· How do Jefferson's ideas about the intellectual freedom fostered by a university connect with his beliefs about freedom in government, religion and society? 


Personal Freedom 

	"There must doubtless be an unhappy influence on the manners of our people produced by the existence of slavery among us."
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Thomas Jefferson began building his mountaintop home, Monticello, at the start of his public career, and began rebuilding it in 1796, when he felt driven from public life by the Federalists. He added rooms for his near-dozen grandchildren and completely remodeled the appearance of the place to reflect his more refined architectural tastes. Construction continued to the end of his life, with many of his plans still unrealized. Yet Monticello has been called the most perfect work of American architecture and the most perfect reflection of the man who made it. 

"The art of life," Jefferson once wrote, "is the art of avoiding pain. [And] the most effectual means of being secure against pain is to retire within ourselves, and to suffice for our own happiness. Those, which depend on ourselves, are the only pleasures a wise man will count on: for nothing is ours which another may deprive us of. Hence the inestimable value of intellectual pleasures."

At Monticello, Jefferson could live this philosophy to the fullest, pursuing happiness in his books, in his building schemes, in his gardening and farming experiments, in his collection of natural curiosities and fine art objects, and in devising clever inventions (like a swivel chair and a set of self-opening doors) that made everyday life more convenient. Here, too, he could pursue the pleasures of society, gathering his family around him, entertaining his wide circle of friends and writing letters for hours each day to men and women throughout the United States and Europe. 

Yet all Jefferson's happiness at Monticello, his whole "art of avoiding pain," came at the cost of inflicting pain on others - the pain of slavery. Slaves built Jefferson's home and rebuilt it. Slaves cultivated his gardens and fields. Slaves cared for his grandchildren and served his friends. Jefferson owned slaves throughout his life, kept a slave beside him as he wrote the Declaration of Independence, brought slaves to Washington as he restored democracy to American government. While other Virginians freed their slaves, Jefferson remained a slaveholder to his death. Slaves even dug his grave. 

Jefferson spoke out against slavery in his only book, Notes on the State of Virginia. 

Notes on the State of Virginia, 1784
There must doubtless be an unhappy influence on the manners of our people produced by the existence of slavery among us. The whole commerce between master and slave is a perpetual exercise of...the most unremitting despotism on the one part, and degrading submission on the other...The man must be a prodigy who can retain his manners and morals undepraved by such circumstances. And with what execration should the statesman be loaded, who [permits] one half the citizens thus to trample on the rights of the other....Can the liberties of a nation be thought secure when we have removed their only firm basis, a conviction in the minds of the people that these liberties are of the gift of God? That they are not to be violated but with his wrath? Indeed I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep for ever... 

He saw the evil in slavery, sought to prevent its spread into the western territories, and even offered legislation for emancipation. But by the end of his life, he could only hope that "time, which outlives all things, will outlive this evil also." 

· How can one reconcile Jefferson's acceptance of slavery with his lifelong devotion to freedom? In his film biography, Ken Burns frames this question as both the central paradox of Jefferson's personality and the most troubling part of his legacy to our nation. How would you answer the question? 

· How might your answer to the question above reflect on your own treatment of others as you engage in "the pursuit of happiness" and enjoy the blessings of liberty? 

Near the beginning of Thomas Jefferson, Ken Burns quotes a letter Jefferson wrote to his daughter Patsy: 

"Every human being must be viewed according to what it is good for; for none of us, no, not one, is perfect; and were we to love none who had imperfections, this world would be a desert for our love." 

· How might Jefferson's words apply to Jefferson himself? What has history shown he was "good for" despite his "imperfections?" 


