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			Thomas Jefferson 

			Key information

			
					Born: 13 April 1743 in Albermarle County (Virginia).

					Died: 4 July 1826 in Monticello (Virginia).

					Political party: The Democratic-Republican Party.

					Dates of election: 	17 February 1801

	5 December 1804.




					Length of presidency: 8 years.

					Main achievements:	Drafting of the Declaration of Independence

	Limiting the federal government's powers

	The Louisiana Purchase

	The Lewis and Clark Expedition.




			

			Introduction

			Thomas Jefferson was one of America's Founding Fathers. Like George Washington (1732-1799), under whom he served as Secretary of State between 1789 and 1795, Jefferson was a landowner hailing from Virginia. Jefferson not only contributed to the development of the Virginia state constitution, he was a talented political writer and the principal author of the Declaration of Independence. 

			He served as vice president under John Adams (1735-1826) before being elected as president in 1801. While his predecessors had established a federalist basis for the American system, Jefferson entrenched the institutions of power in a resolutely republican ideology.

			He is also responsible for the United States' purchase of Louisiana, which doubled the size of American national territory. Furthermore, his initiatives were the first chapter of the epic tale which would come to construct the American identity, namely the conquest of the West, led by Meriwether Lewis (American soldier and explorer, 1774-1809) and William Clark (American explorer, 1770-1838). A cultivated intellectual with a thirst for knowledge, Jefferson dedicated the latter stages of his life to founding the University of Virginia. 

			
				
					Did you know?

					The term “Founding Fathers” refers to the 56 signatories of the Declaration of Independence, including John Adams, Benjamin Franklin (American philosopher, physician and statesman, 1706-1790) and Thomas Jefferson. 

				

			

		


		
			Biography
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			Portrait of Thomas Jefferson by Mather Brown.

			

			A privileged upbringing

			Thomas Jefferson was born on 13 April 1743 in Albemarle County. His father Peter Jefferson (1708-1757) was a planter, surveyor, commander of the local militia and political actor. His mother Jane Randolph (1721-1776) hailed from a rich Virginian family. The young Thomas therefore grew up in a wealthy and respected family in a well-healed social sphere. In 1757 when he was just 14, his father died, leaving the young Thomas to inherit the plantation. 

			In 1760, he began attending William and Mary College, where he received a rigorous classical education, ranging from philosophy to the ancient languages - for which he had a particular passion - and from literature to science. This education was strongly influenced by Enlightenment thinking, which posits reason as the central and utmost source of authority. Jefferson then set his sights on a legal career, taking the Virginia bar in 1767. His scholarly output was more greatly appreciated by his contemporaries than his talents as an orator, and Jefferson quickly established himself in the professional and intellectual sphere. His approach to law, characterised by a more socio-political perspective, was particularly noted by those around him. 

			Entrance onto the political scene

			In 1792 Jefferson married Martha Wayles Skelton (1748-1782), the widowed daughter of a prominent attorney. The two set up their little home in the heart of Jefferson's plantations, which he had named Monticello. He had an avid interest in architecture and took it upon himself to extend and reconstruct the building over several years. It eventually stood as a vast structure inspired by Venetian and French architecture. 
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			Photograph of Monticello as it currently stands.

			As a member of the Virginia House of Burgesses (which was to become the state General Assembly), Jefferson distinguished himself through his strong standpoint against British colonial rule. It was with this political outlook that he drafted A Summary View of the Rights of British America to guide Virginian delegates at the First Continental Congress. Though Jefferson's outlined positions were seen as too radical to be adopted, the pamphlet was distributed in London, New York and Philadelphia; the young Jefferson had earned himself a reputation. This led to him being selected by the Second Continental Congress in 1776 to draft the Declaration of Independence with Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, Roger Sherman (American lawyer and statesman, 1721-1793) and Robert Livingston (American statesman, 1746-1813). 
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			Writing the Declaration of Independence, 1776, painting by Jean Leon Gerome Ferris, depicting (from left to right) Benjamin Franklin, John Adams and Thomas Jefferson.

			
				
					Good to know

					The Declaration of Independence was adopted by the Continental Congress on 4 July 1776, one year after the War of Independence, which pitted the thirteen American colonies against the United Kingdom, broke out. Jefferson was the principal author of this document, which was largely inspired by Enlightenment thought, particularly that of John Locke (English philosopher, 1632-1704) and Thomas Paine (English writer and politician, 1737-1809). Other than outlining the grievances of the American people against British rule, the document affirms the equality of all men and the unalienable rights with which everyone is endowed: life, freedom, and the quest for happiness. It also asserts the principle of consensual governance and the right of peoples to mobilise against governments judged as tyrannical. That being said, the initial text has no mention of slavery, an issue which would be of utmost importance in the history of the United States. 

				

			

			During Jefferson's term as governor of Virginia which coincided with the American Revolution (1775-1782), the British invaded the state. Unlike his contemporary George Washington who distinguished himself on the battlefield, Thomas Jefferson was strongly criticised for his cowardice in fleeing Charlottesville to evade capture. He returned to Monticello where he authored Notes on the State of Virginia, a text in which he outlines the state territory and its political ideals, focussing notably on religion, education and slavery. Jefferson represented the state of Virginia at the Congress of the Confederation (successor of the Second Continental Congress) in 1783, where he unsuccessfully defended the decimalisation of currency and the rejection of the Northwest Ordinance, ratified in 1787. This act formalised the potential for negotiation with Native American tribes for territorial purposes and established the requirements of statehood. 

			In 1785 Jefferson was appointed Minister to France, succeeding Benjamin Franklin. He greatly admired French culture, and this position allowed him first-hand experience of the first whispers of the French revolution to come (1789). It also inspired a powerful correspondence between he and his friend James Madison (who would become President of the United States, 1751-1836). Jefferson approved the American Constitution, signed in 1787, but was careful to underline that it would need certain changes in order to fully protect basic freedoms.

			When George Washington was elected the first President of the United States of America, Jefferson was appointed as Secretary of State. Despite Washington's total confidence in him, Jefferson's political standpoints were regularly undermined, such as his support for France, his mistrust of Britain and the country's economic direction, the latter informed by the transfer of support from Secretary of State to Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton (1755-1804). Jefferson objected to Hamilton's “federalist” ideology, and laid the foundation for what would become the Democratic-Republican Party. 

			The presidential elections 

			In the elections following the end of Washington's presidential term, Jefferson was runner-up to John Adams, under whom he served as vice president until 1801. The two men had a tumultuous relationship, Jefferson regularly disagreeing with the president’s decisions particularly with regards to the Alien and Sedition Acts (1798). It was around this time that Jefferson penned the Kentucky resolutions, which brought to light the possibility for a state to deem a federal law unconstitutional. Though the bill was not adopted, it would serve as a basis for congressional activities for years to come. 

			Following the end of John Adams’ mandate, Jefferson was elected president in February 1801 and again in November 1804. During his eight-year term, he reduced defence spending on the army and navy, put an end to the taxes which had provoked riots under the presidencies of his predecessors and even managed to reduce the national debt. In 1803 he purchased Louisiana from Napoleon Bonaparte (French emperor, 1769-1821) and organised an expedition to new territories with the help of his personal adviser Meriwether Lewis. These actions led to the territory of the United States doubling in size.

			With regards to foreign policy, Jefferson remained resolutely neutral towards the emerging conflict between France and Great Britain (1793-1802). 

			At the end of his second term in March 1809, Jefferson, like Washington before him, decided not to run for another consecutive term and retired to Monticello, where he dedicated himself fully to his passions for knowledge and culture by establishing the University of Virginia, inaugurated in 1819. Jefferson died on 4 July 1826 on the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration of Independence.

		


		
			Political, social and economic context 

			Debates on a federalist political economy

			At the beginning of the 19th century, agriculture dominated the US economy. Nine out of ten Americans worked in this area, most of them in the South or in family-run farms in the central and Northern states. The original towns now only accounted for 1 in 20 Americans, the largest of which – New York – had a population of just 20 000. However, this small urban society, largely composed of merchants, bankers and ship-owners, was dynamic and influential. In supporting Hamilton's theories of federalism, Washington and Adams acknowledged the importance of this aspect of society. According to Hamilton, the United States needed a strong federal government and an economy based on a system of capital production which encouraged investment. This would be facilitated by an industry built upon the manufacture of raw materials. At the same time, taxes on imports and the internal circulation of goods were introduced in order to finance the various governmental posts and to pay off the national debt incurred during the revolutionary war. It was within this context in 1791 that the Federal Bank of the United States was founded. In 1803, it would become the country's largest company with a foreign capital majority.

			However, these decisions were not met with public approval; following the 1794 Whiskey Rebellion against a tax on distilled spirits, a new revolt erupted, lasting from 1798-1799. The situation worsened still when, during a period of tension between the US and France, Congress sought to increase defence spending. To do so, a new tax on land, housing and slaves was imposed. In Pennsylvania – a state composed largely of landed property-owners with few slaves – the tax weighed most heavily on housing, with value being calculated according to the number and size of doors and windows. The German settler community which cultivated the state's Southwestern territories mobilised against the surveyors and tax-collectors with auctioneer John Fries (1750-1818) at the helm. Fries was arrested along with other rebels in the spring of 1799 and sentenced to death by hanging, but was pardoned by President John Adams in 1800.

			In the South, the legislation on imports also sparked controversy. The increase in the price of imported goods engendered similar reactionary policies in European countries, who in turn reduced their American imports. 

			The Quasi-War with France

			In 1793, the French Republic and Great Britain entered into war with one another. Consequently, Britain ordered the US to cease trade with France despite the Washington administration's public neutrality. American naval ships were quickly boarded and inspected by the Royal Navy and their crews threatened. The president therefore sought to diffuse the tension by signing a treating with Britain in 1794. While this pacified any ill feeling between the United States and the United Kingdom, it put Franco-American relations in a very precarious position. France considered the Anglo-American treaty as an act of hostility and retaliated by ordering American ships carrying British goods to be seized. The difficult task of managing this delicate situation was left to the new President John Adams, who at first approached it with diplomacy. However, Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord (French politician, 1754-1838) refused to receive American emissaries, demanding a compensation payment if the slightest negotiation was to be made. The American government, feeling as though it was being held to ransom, refused to respond to French blackmail. John Adams went before Congress seeking approval for increased defence spending to prepare for the eventuality of armed conflict. He aimed to strengthen the navy and coastal defence, as well as establish a permanent army. Four bills, grouped under the heading The Alien and Sedition Acts were also proposed in 1798. The first of these – the Naturalisation Act – raised the waiting period for naturalisation from 5 to 14 years. The following two legislated for the deportation of non-American citizens who represented a threat to the nation or who came from a country with which America was at war. The fourth bill – the Sedition Act – legislated against any discourse critical of the American nation and its representatives. These laws provoked uproar among the Democratic-Republicans, who viewed them as encroaching on the basic freedoms guaranteed in the constitutional amendments. 
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			Fighting between an American ship, the USS Constellation, and a French ship, L’Insurgente, on 9 February 1799.

			The situation between France and America did not improve and incidences of hostility became more frequent in the Caribbean Sea, where the capture of both French and American ships seemed to herald an imminent conflict. However, when Napoleon Bonaparte assumed power in France, diplomatic relations improved and the Treaty of Morfontaine was signed in September 1800, officially ending the Quasi-War. Still, the conflict left an indelible mark which, when added to the economic problems of the time, led to Adams’ defeat and Jefferson's victory in the 1801 presidential elections. 
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