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A ¢ i POINTS OF VIEW: _ w A A
How Republican Were the Jeffersonian Republicans?

Many years after his first election to the presidency, Thomas Jefferson commented that

“the revolution of 1800 was “as real a revolution in the principles of our government as that
of 1776 was in its form.” Jefferson was undoubtedly using the term “revolution” not in the
modern sense of a radical creation of a new order, but in the traditional sense of a return to
first principles, of a restoration of original values and ideals that had been overturned or
repudiated. For him, the election of 1800 was a revolution because it marked a turning

back to the true republican spirit of 1776. Jefferson was excited by the prospect of the

first implementation of the principles of America’s republican revolution in the national
government created by the Constitution of 1787, since in his eyes a minority faction . . .

had captured control of that government almost immediately after its establishment. From
Jefferson’s perspective, indeed, the Federalists had done more than threaten to corrupt
American government by mimicking the English “court” model. Just as frightening was

their apparent desire to mold the young republic’s political economy along English lines,

a desire reflected both in their call for the extensive development of government-subsidized
manufacturing enterprises and in their attempt to stimulate a highly commercialized economy
anchored to such premature and speculative ventures as an overextended carrying trade.
Jefferson’s fundamental goal in 1801 was to end this threatened “Anglicization” of both
American government and society. In so doing he would restore the basis for the development
of a truly republican political economy, one that would be patterned after Benjamin Franklin’s
vision of a predominantly agricultural empire that would expand across space, rather than
develop through time.

Within the Jeffersonian framework of assumptions and beliefs, three essential conditions
were necessary to create and sustain such a republican political economy: a national
government free from any taint of corruption, an unobstructed access to an ample supply of
open land, and a relatively liberal international commercial order that would offer adequate
foreign markets for America’s flourishing agricultural surplus. The history of the 1790s had
demonstrated all too well to the Jeffersonians the predominant danger to a republican political
economy of corruption emanating from the federal government. They were especially troubled
by the deleterious political, social, and moral repercussions of the Federalists” financial
system, which they regarded as the primary vehicle of corruption both in the political system
and in the country at large. Although Jefferson concluded rather soon after his election that his
administration could not safely dismantle Hamilton’s entire system with a few swift strokes, he
was committed to doing everything possible to control that system’s effects and gradually
reduce its pernicious influence. Extinguishing the national debt as rapidly as possible,
reducing government expenditures (especially on the military), and repealing the Federalist
battery of direct and excise taxes became primary goals of the Jeffersonians in power. . . .

In itself, the electoral revolution of 1800 promised to remove the primary threat to a
republican political economy posed by the machinations of a corrupt administration. But the
Jeffersonians also had to secure the other necessary guarantors of republicanism: landed and
commercial expansion. Although the pressure of population growth on the supply of land in
the United States had never been a problem of the same immediate magnitude as political
corruption, the social and economic dislocations of the 1780s had prompted some concern with
this matter. Through the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, undoubtedly the greatest achievement
of his presidency, Jefferson appeared to eliminate this problem for generations, if not for
centuries, to come. But the third and thorniest problem, in the form of long-standing
restrictions on American commerce, proved far more frustrating. . . .
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[ believe that the new European demand for American grains—the crops produced by most
farm families from Virginia through Maryland, Pennsylvania, Delaware, New Jersey, New
York, and up the Connecticut River Valley—created an unusually favorable opportunity for
ordinary men to produce for the Atlantic trade world. Far from being viewed apprehensively,
this prospect during the thirty years following the adoption of the Constitution undergirded
]efferson s optimism about America’s future as a progressive, prosperous, democratic nation.
Indeed, this anticipated participation in an expanding international commerce in foodstuffs
created the material base for a new social vision owing little conceptually or practically to
antiquity, the Renaissance, or the mercantilists of eighteenth-century England. From this
perspective, the battle between the Jeffersonians and Federalists appears not as a conflict
between the patrons of agrarian self-sufficiency and the proponents of modern commerce, but
rather as a struggle between two different elaborations of capitalistic development in America.
Jefferson becomes, not the heroic loser in a battle against modernity, but the conspicuous
winner in a contest over how the government should serve its citizens in the first generation
of the nation’s territorial expansion.

Anyone searching for the word yeoman in the writings of the 1790s will be disappointed.
The absence of the word yeoman is negative evidence only. The error in current scholarly
usage, however, is not lexical, but conceptual; it points Jefferson and his party in the wrong
direction. Despite Jefferson’s repeated assertions that his party was animated by bold new
expectations for the human condition, the agrarian myth makes him a traditional, republican
visionary, socially radical perhaps, but economically conservative. The assumed contradiction
between democratic aspirations and economic romanticism explains why his plans were
doomed to failure in competition with the hard-headed realism of an Alexander Hamilton. . . .

Viewed retrospectively by historians living in an industrial age, Jefferson’s enthusiasm for
agriculture has long been misinterpreted as an attachment to the past. So dazzling were the
technological triumphs of railroad building and steam power that the age of the marvelous
machines came to appear as the great divide in human history. . . .

Two interpretative tendencies have followed from this point of view. One has been to
treat proponents of agricultural development as conservative and to construe as progressive
those who favored manufacturing and banking. The contrast between Jefferson cast as an
agrarian romantic and Hamilton as the far-seeing capitalist comes readily to mind. The other
retrospective bias has been the characterization of industrialization as an end toward which
prior economic changes were inexorably moving. Both classical economic and Marxist theory
have contributed to this determinism, which recasts historical events as parts of a process,
as stages in a sequential morphology. Under this influence the actual human encounter with
time is reversed; instead of interpreting social change as the result of particular responses
to a knowable past, the decisions men and women made are examined in relation to future
developments unknown to them. The situation in America at the end of the eighteenth
century is exemplary.
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