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Kentucky, in the summer of 1801 se t the pa tte rn for subsequent reviva ls , a t which 
sa lva tion was demons tra ted by ranting, twitching, fa inting and other behavior 
close ly resembling the ca ta leptic fit. The reviva lis ts were not only saving them-
se lves , they expla ined, they were redeeming the entire na tion. But some people  
could not be comfortable in a na tion so redeemed. The reviva l encouraged the  
free play of passions quite as much as militant de ism did; like so many other 
dis turbing trends in American life , it came out of a wes te rn wilderness which had 
voted for Jeffe rson and which the purchase of Louis iana had done much to 
enla rge . Religious liberty should mean tha t men were free to choose the ins titu-
tional form of the ir frith, Federa lis ts  thought, but they feared if it were a lso con-
s trued to encourage the growth of de ism on the one hand or of non-ins titutiona l 
evange licalism on the other, then not only the churches , but the entire na tiona l 
es tablishment would be threa tened.

In the years a fte r the Revolution, the American walked a s trange tightrope be t-
ween optimism and pess imism. The Revolution had been both a radica l break 
with the past and a conserva tive affirmation of it; tha t ambiva lence pers is ted 
through the early years of the na tiona l experience . The Federa lis t characte ris ti-
ca lly searched the American socia l order to find the s tability that would jus tify 
the Revolution; for the same purpose the Democrat searched it to find flexibil-
ity. The Jeffersonian, at leas t in theory, endorsed flexibility, unpredictability, 
open-endedness ; he led the Federalis t to wonder how a socie ty so characterized 
could endure . The Virginia democra t lived in one of the leas t flexible  of American 
socia l arrangements ; when the Federalis t found him endors ing unpredictability 
he logica lly concluded tha t the Virginian was a hypocrite . Men long for what 
they do not have; the Federa lis t’s glorifica tion of socia l s tability—his cas tiga tion 
of the decline of deferentia l behavior, his objection to the annexa tion of the  
“howling wilderness” of Louis iana , his  jea lous maintenance of an extens ive fed-
era l judiciary, his concern for the advancement of inte llectuality, virtue , and tra-
ditiona l re ligious observance—may well have come out of his  apprecia tion of the  
forces tha t were opera ting to increase the anxie ties of American life .

The  Fears of the  Jeffersonian Republicans
DREW R. Mc:COY

Sometime during the summer or early fa ll of 1780, as the war for independence  
approached its mos t critica l juncture and Americans freed an increasingly prob-
lematic future , the secreta ry of the French lega tion in Philade lphia , Francois  
Marbois , initia ted a cha in of events tha t would produce an inte llectua l and liter-
ary landmark of the Revolutionary age. As part of the French government’s 
e ffort to secure useful information about its new and large ly unknown ally, 
Marbois circula ted a de ta iled ques tionna ire among influentia l members of the
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Continenta l Congress . When a copy of the ques tionna ire found its way to 
Thomas  Je ffe rson, then the bes ieged governor of Virginia , he se ized the oppor-
tunity to organize his wide-ranging re flections on the conditions and prospects  
of his  na tive country. Many revis ions and severa l years  la te r, when the Notes  on 
the S tate of Virginia publicly appeared, they included what was to become 
Je ffe rson’s bes t-known commentary on politica l economy. His ce lebra tion of 
“those who labour in the earth” as “the chosen people of God” has become a 
centerpiece of the republic’s cultura l heritage , a quintessentia l express ion of its  
impass ioned concern for the na tura l, earthbound virtue of a s imple and uncor-
rupted people .

Je ffe rson’s class ic s ta tement is so familia r that it might, a t firs t glance, seem to 
require ne ither explanation nor analytica l e labora tion. But lurking benea th his  
deceptive ly s imple paean to an agricultura l way of life was a more sophis tica ted 
perception of how socie ties normally changed through time as well as an acute  
unders tanding of the moral and political implications  of a socia l process that he  
assumed was inevitable . His memorable observa tions on the compara tive merits  
of agriculture and manufactures were directly informed by a characteris tica lly 
e ighteenth-century conception of socia l change .

Je ffe rson was responding in the Notes to Marbois ’s inquiry about the present 
s ta te of commerce and manufactures in Virginia . Making a dis tinction cus tomary 
of the times , Je ffe rson reported tha t the Revolution had encouraged the prolific 
production of very coarse clothing “within our families ,” but for the “finer” 
manufactures Virginians des ired, he continued, they would undoubtedly con-
tinue to re ly on importa tions from abroad. Recognizing tha t such a pa ttern 
would be cons idered unfortuna te by “the political economis ts of Europe ,” who 
had es tablished the principle “tha t every s ta te should endeavour to manufacture  
for itse lf,” Je fferson contended tha t it was ins tead a wise and necessary response  
to peculia r American conditions and to the lessons of his tory. In Europe , where  
the land was e ither fully cultiva ted or “locked up agains t the cultiva tor” by the  
bars of a ris tocra tic tradition, manufacturing was “resorted to of necess ity not of 
choice .” New forms of employment had to be created, in other words , for those  
people who could not find occupa tions on the land. In America , by contras t, 
where “an immens ity of land” courted the indus try of even a rapidly expanding 
population, an a lte rna tive form of politica l economy tha t would not force men 
into manufacturing was both feas ible and eminendy des irable . Citing the “hap-
piness and permanence of government” in a socie ty of independent and virtuous  
husbandmen, Je ffe rson emphas ized the mora l and politica l advantages of America’s 
socia l opportunity tha t fa r outweighed narrowly economic cons idera tions . If his  
countrymen foolishly and prematurely embraced manufacturing, he predicted, 
a consequent and inevitable corruption of mora ls  would necessarily endanger the  
fabric of republican government. Once la rge numbers of Americans abandoned 
secure employment on the land to labor in workshops , they would become 
dependent on “the casua lties and caprice of cus tomers” for the ir subs is tence , 
and such dependence had his torically bred a “subservience and vena lity” tha t 
suffoca ted “the germ of virtue” and prepared “fit tools for the des igns of 
ambition.” “It is the manners and spirit of a people which preserve a republic in
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vigour,” Jeffe rson cautioned his readers , s ince “a degeneracy in these is a canker 
which soon ea ts to the heart of its  laws and cons titution.”

Jefferson’s e ffus ive optimism about his  country’s peculia r socia l potentia l could 
not obscure some nagging fears . He worried, on the one hand, tha t his  
contemporaries might blindly follow the maxims of European politica l economists , 
ignore his wisdom, and plunge into manufacturing. Educa tion and a commitment 
to republican principles might defuse this particula r danger, but a la rger and less  
tractable problem loomed on the horizon. Je fferson recognized tha t the loa thsome 
dependence , subservience , venality, and corruption tha t he so much dreaded— 
everything, in short, tha t he associa ted with European politica l economy—were  
in la rge part the unavoidable outgrowth of what he refe rred to as “the na tura l 
progress and consequence of the arts .” He a lluded here to a universa l process tha t 
e ighteenth-century socia l thinkers often described, a process whose repercuss ions  
might “sometimes perhaps” be “re ta rded by accidenta l circumstances ,” as Je ffe r-
son put it, but which inevitably had to be fe lt. Like most enlightened thinkers of 
his age , Je ffe rson conce ived of na tura l laws of socia l and cultura l deve lopment 
tha t applied to America as much as to Europe . Vas t resources of land might fore-
s ta ll the unfavorable consequences of this “natura l progress” of the arts , but he  
never doubted tha t eventua lly America  would be swept up in an inexorable logic 
of socia l change . Je ffe rson’s plea in the Notes on Virginia, a plea tha t he would 
make throughout his public life , was tha t his countrymen not abuse or dis re-
gard the na tura l advantages tha t could pos tpone , but never prevent, a familia r 
and politica lly dangerous  course of socia l development....

Many years a fter his firs t e lection to the pres idency, Thomas  Je fferson commented 
tha t “the revolution of 1800” was “as real a revolution in the principles  of our 
government as tha t of 1776 was in its form.” Jeffe rson was undoubtedly us ing 
the te rm “revolution” not in the modern sense of a radica l creation of a new 
order, but in the traditiona l sense of a re turn to firs t principles , of a res tora tion 
of origina l va lues and ideals tha t had been overturned or repudia ted. For him, 
the e lection of 1800 was a revolution because it marked a turning back to the  
true republican spirit of 1776. Je ffe rson was excited by the prospect of the firs t 
implementa tion of the principles of America’s republican revolution in the na-
tiona l government crea ted by the Cons titution of 1787, s ince in his eyes a mi-
nority faction cons is ting of an American Walpole and his corrupt minions had 
captured control of tha t government a lmos t immedia te ly a fte r its  es tablishment. 
From Jeffe rson’s perspective , indeed, the Federa lis ts had done more than 
threa ten to corrupt American government by mimicking the English “court” 
model. Jus t as frightening was the ir apparent des ire  to mold the  young republic’s 
politica l economy a long English lines , a des ire re flected both in the ir ca ll for the  
extens ive deve lopment of government-subs idized manufacturing enterprises  and 
in the ir a ttempt to s timula te  a highly commercia lized economy anchored to such 
premature  and specula tive ventures  as an overextended carrying trade . Je ffe rson’s 
fundamenta l goa l in 1801 
American government and socie ty. In so doing he would res tore the bas is for 
the deve lopment of a truly republican politica l economy, one tha t would be

to end this threa tened “Anglicization” of bothwas
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patte rned after Benjamin Franklin’s vis ion of a predominantly agricultura l empire  
tha t would expand across space, ra ther than deve lop through time.

Within the  Je ffe rsonian framework of assumptions and be liefs , three essentia l 
conditions were necessary to create and sus ta in such a republican political econ-
omy: a na tiona l government free from any ta int of corruption, an unobs tructed 
access to an ample  supply of open land, and a re la tively libera l inte rna tiona l com-
mercia l order that would offer adequa te fore ign marke ts for America’s flourishing 
agricultura l surplus . The his tory of the 1790s had demons tra ted a ll too well to 
the Je ffe rsonians the predominant danger to a republican political economy of 
corruption emanating from the federa l government. They were especia lly trou-
bled by the de le te rious  politica l, socia l, and mora l repercuss ions of the Federalis ts ’ 
financia l sys tem, which they regarded as the primary vehicle of corruption both 
in the politica l sys tem and in the country a t la rge . Although Jeffe rson concluded 
ra ther soon afte r his e lection tha t his adminis tra tion could not safe ly dismande 
Hamilton’s entire sys tem with a few swift s trokes , he was committed to doing 
everything poss ible to control tha t sys tem’s e ffects and gradua lly reduce its  perni-
cious influence . Extinguishing the na tiona l debt as rapidly as poss ible , reducing 
government expenditures (especially on the milita ry), and repea ling the Federa lis t 
ba tte ry of direct and excise taxes became primary goals of the Jeffersonians in 
power, who sought by such means to purge the nationa l government of 
Hamiltonian fisca lism in accordance with the ir cherished “country” principles .

In itse lf, the e lectora l revolution of 1800 promised to remove the primary 
threa t to a republican political economy posed by the machina tions of a corrupt 
adminis tra tion. But the  Je ffe rsonians a lso had to secure the other necessary guar-
antors of republicanism: landed and commercia l expans ion. Although the pres-
sure of popula tion growth on the supply of land in the United Sta tes had never 
been a problem of the same immedia te magnitude as political corruption, the  
socia l and economic dis loca tions of the 1780s had prompted some concern with 
this matte r. Through the Louis iana Purchase of 1803, undoubtedly the grea tes t 
achievement of his  pres idency, Je ffe rson appeared to e limina te  this  problem for 
genera tions , if not for centuries , to come. But the third and thornies t problem, 
in the form of long-s tanding res trictions on American commerce, proved far 
more frus tra ting and intractable . Through an embargo and finally a war the  
Je ffe rsonians cons is tently tried but fa iled to remove this nagging impediment 
to the fulfillment of the ir republican vis ion.

The pres identia l adminis tra tions from 1801 to 1817 appear more cons is tent 
when viewed from this  perspective—that is , as a sus ta ined Je ffe rsonian a ttempt to 
secure the requis ite conditions for a republican politica l economy. Securing such 
a politica l economy, as the Jeffe rsonians conceived of it, required more than 
mere ly capturing control of the government from a corrupt minority faction; it 
a lso required the e limina tion of specific dangers and the maintenance of certa in 
conditions , and these concerns la rge ly shaped the  Je ffe rsonian approach to both 
domes tic and fore ign policy. There was never any ques tion tha t pos itive , con-
cre te measures would have to be taken to fores ta ll the deve lopment of socia l 
conditions that were cons idered antithe tica l to republicanism. Hamilton and the  
Federalis ts  had threa tened to make American socie ty old and corrupt long before
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its time . Now the  Je ffe rsonians se t out to reverse the direction of Federalis t pol-
icy in order to mainta in the country at a re la tive ly youthful s tage of deve lop-
ment. Hoping to avoid the socia l evils both of barbarous s implicity and of 
overre fined, decadent maturity, the  Je ffe rsonians proposed to escape the burden 
of an economica lly sophis ticated socie ty without sacrificing a necessary degree of 
republican civiliza tion. Their aspira tion to evade socia l corruption and the  
ravages of time was a fragile and demanding dream, and the ques t to fulfill it 
was not without its ironies .

On the one hand, the Republican party attracted political support from 
scores of Americans whose oudook can properly be termed entrepreneuria l. 
Oppos ition to the Federa lis t sys tem was never limited to agrarian-minded ideo-
logues who unequivoca lly opposed a dynamic commercia l economy. Many 
Jeffe rsonians were anxious  to participa te in the creation of an expans ive economy 
and to reap its many rewards . Frus tra ted by the fa ilure of Federa lis t policies to 
se rve the ir immedia te needs , ambitious men-on-the-make , engaged in a varie ty 
of economic pursuits , enlis ted under the banner of Je ffe rsonianism in a crusade to 
secure the advantages and opportunities they des ired. Perhaps some of them saw 
no contradiction be tween the ir persona l materia l ambitions and the traditiona l 
vis ion of a s imple , bucolic republic a rticula ted by the leader of the ir party. Asses-
s ing the economic psychology of many of these ente rpris ing Je ffe rsonians , one  
schola r has sugges ted the complex paradox “of capita lis ts of a ll occupa tions  deny-
ing the spirit of the ir occupa tions ,” adding tha t “it appears tha t many Republi-
cans wanted what the Federalis ts were offe ring, but they wanted it fas te r, and 
they did not want to admit that they wanted it a t a ll.” Such a characte riza tion 
cannot be applied, however, to Jefferson and Madison, and in the ir case we  
observe a more poignant irony. As the ir experience as policymakers soon dem-
ons tra ted, the  Je ffersonian endeavor to secure a peaceful, predominantly agricul-
tura l republic demanded a tenacious ly expans ive fore ign policy—a fore ign policy 
tha t ultimately endangered both the peace and the agricultura l characte r of the  
young republic.

In deve loping his ana lys is of Brita in’s mercantilis t political economy during 
the 1760s and 1770s , Benjamin Franklin had recognized tha t corruption could 
result from both na tura l and artificia l causes . A high popula tion dens ity brought 
about by the biologica l pressure of popula tion growth on a limited supply of 
land was one route to socia l decay. But as Franklin and many other e ighteenth- 
century write rs  so often noted, decay a lso resulted from a corrupt politica l sys tem 
tha t devious ly induced extreme socia l inequa lity, depopula tion of the country-
s ide , urban squa lor, luxury manufacturing, and the like . Both routes to corrup-
tion had devas ta ting consequences ; the diffe rence was tha t while  one was na tura l 
and seemingly inevitable , the other was not. During the 1780s James Madison 
had pondered this dis tinction, mos t notably in his correspondence with Je ffe rson, 
and had reached the ra ther pess imistic conclus ion tha t even in the absence of a 
corrupt political system “a certain degree of misery seems  inseparable  from a high 
degree of populousness .” Ultimate ly, he sugges ted, republican America would 
offer no exception to this rule . Although Jeffe rson agreed tha t the United States  
would remain virtuous only “as long as there sha ll be vacant lands in any part
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of America” and people were not “piled upon one another in la rge cities , as 
in Europe ,” he was confident tha t such a cris is would not arise “for many 
centuries .” If socia l decay was to afflict the young republic, Je ffe rson be lieved 
tha t threa t s temmed more from artificia l than from natura l causes , from a corrupt 
politica l sys tem ra ther than from the inevitable  pressure of popula tion growth on 
the American supply of land. Neverthe less , Je ffe rson was not tota lly unconcerned 
with the problem of land, especia lly in the rea lm of theory and specula tion. His  
confidence about the American future be trayed his assumption tha t America’s 
wes te rn (and perhaps northern and southern) boundaries would be regula rly 
extended, a lways bringing in a fresh supply of virgin land. Should tha t assumption 
be cha llenged, especia lly by a formidable foreign power, however, a theore tica l 
problem might indeed become a more immedia te and practica l one.

It is inte res ting, in this regard, to observe  Je ffe rson’s reactions to the writings  
of Thomas R. Malthus , the British parson and politica l economis t who popular-
ized the theory of popula tion pressure on subsis tence , especia lly s ince Je ffe rson 
gave Malthus’s writing? particula rly close a ttention near the end of his firs t pres i-
dentia l adminis tra tion. Malthus had firs t presented his  views on popula tion in an 
anonymous pamphlet published in 1798, and his bas ic thes is was s tra ightforward. 
Reacting aga ins t the optimis tic forecas ts of socia l improvement that were com-
mon in the la te e ighteenth century..., Malthus argued tha t given the biologica l 
facts of popula tion and subs is tence , such vis ions of perfectibility for the mass of 
mankind were chimerica l. Ins tead, the widespread vice , misery, and poverty tha t 
so appalled these “specula tive philosophers” were the inevitable lot of humanity. 
The problem, s imply s ta ted, was tha t “the power of popula tion is indefinite ly 
greate r than the power in the earth to produce subs is tence for man.” The irre -
press ible pass ion be tween the sexes , when unchecked, resulted in a geometrica l 
ra te of popula tion growth, whereas the supply of food and ava ilable means of 
nourishment could increase only arithmetically a t bes t. This “perpe tua l tendency 
in the race of man to increase beyond the means of subs is tence ,” Malthus  
expla ined, “is one of the genera l laws of animated na ture , which we can have  
no reason to expect will change .”

Malthus sugges ted, in short, tha t a ll socie ties were des tined to proceed rap-
idly through the familia r s tages of socia l development toward a s ta te of overpop-
ula tion, corruption, and old age . Old age might be pos tponed, especia lly in a 
socie ty with an abundance of land, but not forever. In discuss ing popula tion 
growth in America , Malthus emphas ized the point tha t there was no fina l escape 
from the predicament he described, for not even a vas t reservoir of fe rtile land 
could repea l the na tura l laws of population and subsis tence . “Perpe tua l youth” 
for a na tion was imposs ible ; anyone who expected the United Sta tes to remain 
a land with re la tive ly little  poverty and misery forever, he commented, “might as 
reasonably expect to prevent a wife or mistress from growing old by never 
expos ing her to the sun and air.” “It is , undoubtedly, a most disheartening 
re flection,” he grimly concluded, “tha t the grea t obs tacle in the way to any 
extraordinary improvement in socie ty, is of a na ture tha t we can never hope to 
overcome.”
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Malthus’s arguments should have been especia lly discouraging to Americans , 
s ince he contended tha t the necessary socia l basis for republicanism was  
precarious ly ephemera l. Extreme inequa lity, widespread poverty, extens ive  
landless dependency—indeed, everything Americans cons idered antithe tica l to 
republicanism—were, according to Malthus , biologica lly inevitable . American 
readers could take solace only in the English parson’s concess ion tha t there  
were “many modes of trea tment in the politica l, as well as animal body, tha t 
contribute to acce le rate or re tard the approaches of age .”...

Pres ident Thomas Jeffe rson was one such reader. By early 1804 he was  
perus ing a borrowed copy of “the new work of Malthus on popula tion,” and 
he pronounced it “one of the ables t I have ever seen.”...

... Ironica lly, what Je ffe rson found least useful and convincing in Malthus  
was the population theory tha t the parson was bes t known for; the pres ident’s 
general praise for the essay appears to have been prompted by its res ta tement of 
la issez-fa ire , anti-mercantilis t doctrine . Je ffe rson particula rly chas tised Malthus for 
fa iling to recognize the irre levance of his population theory to the American 
experience . “From the s ingula r circumstance of the immense extent of rich and 
uncultiva ted lands in this country, furnishing an increase of food in the same 
ra tio with tha t of popula tion,” Jeffe rson noted, “the grea te r part of his book is  
inapplicable to us , but as a matte r of speculation.” Popula tion pressure on subs is-
tence would never be an immedia te problem in America because “the resource  
of emigration” to virgin te rritory was a lways ava ilable . Discuss ing Malthus’s the-
ory with the French economist Say, Je ffe rson expanded this observa tion into a 
more genera l s ta tement. “The diffe rences of circumstance be tween this and the  
old countries of Europe .” he wrote , “furnish diffe rences of fact whereon to rea-
son, in ques tions  of politica l economy, and will consequently produce sometimes  
a diffe rence of result.” Echoing Franklin’s observa tions of fifty years earlie r, 
Je ffe rson continued: “There , for ins tance , the quantity of food is fixed, or 
increas ing in a s low and only arithmetica l ra tio, and the proportion is limited by 
the same ra tio. Supernumerary births consequently add only to your morta lity. 
Here the immense extent of uncultiva ted and fe rtile  lands enables every one who 
will labor, to marry young, and to raise a family of any s ize . Our food, then, may 
increase geometrica lly with our laborers , and our births , however multiplied, 
become effective .” Jeffe rson went on to argue, in this regard, tha t America pro-
vided a further exception to the European rule of ba lanced economies and 
na tiona l se lf-sufficiency:

Again, there the bes t dis tribution of labor is supposed to be tha t which 
places the manufacturing hands a long s ide the agricultura l; so tha t the  
one part sha ll feed both, and the other part furnish both with clothes  
and other comforts . Would tha t be bes t here? Egoism and firs t appear-
ances say yes . Or would it be be tte r tha t a ll our laborers should be  
employed in agriculture? In this  case a double  or treble portion of fe rtile  
lands would be brought into culture ; a double or treble crea tion of food 
be produced, and its surplus go to nourish the now perishing births of 
Europe , who in re turn would manufacture and send us in exchange our
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clothes and other comforts . Mora lity lis tens to this , and so invariably do 
the laws of na ture crea te our duties and interes ts , tha t when they seem 
to be a t variance , we ought to suspect some fa llacy in our reasonings . In 
solving this ques tion, too, we should a llow its  jus t weight to the mora l 
and phys ica l pre fe rence of the agricultura l, over the manufacturing, man.

This s ta tement was a s triking reaffirmation of Je ffe rson’s fundamenta l be lie fs  
on the subject of politica l economy, a s ta tement tha t diffe red very little  from his  
well-known observa tions in the Notes  on Virginia of twenty years earlie r. Je fferson’s 
encounter with Malthus thus served, in the end, to reconfirm his bas ic vis ion of a  
predominantly agricultural America tha t would continue to export its bountiful 
surpluses of food abroad. Such a republic, he be lieved, would bes t serve not only 
its  own citizens , by permitting them to pursue a virtuous way of life , but a lso the  
European victims of a Malthus ian fe te , by providing them with the subs is tence  
they despera te ly needed. It seems clear, above a ll, tha t Je ffe rson’s brimming confi-
dence during this period—expressed both in his response to Malthus and in his  
res ta tement of agrarian be lie fs—must be viewed in the context of the Louis iana  
Purchase . With the Federa lis ts properly and, Republicans  hoped, permanently dis-
placed from power in the na tiona l government, there  was no need to worry about 
the dangers to a republican politica l economy from politica l corruption. With 
Louis iana safe ly added to the Union, there was a lso no need to worry about the  
danger of fore ign powers choking off the American supply of land. The acquis ition 
of Louis iana probably removed any Mathus ian doubts  Je ffe rson might have had 
about the long-range viability of republicanism in America . Indeed, the Louis iana  
ques tion touched on so many aspects of the Jeffe rsonian vis ion of a republican 
politica l economy tha t it deserves much closer inves tiga tion.

The Mississ ippi cris is of 1801-1803, which culminated in the Louis iana Purchase , 
a ffected crucia l and long-s tanding American concerns . Since the 1780s most 
Americans had regarded free naviga tion of the Miss iss ippi River and the right 
of depos it a t New Orleans  as essentia l to the na tiona l inte res t. Without the access  
to marke t tha t these conditions permitted, wes tward expans ion would be s ta lled, 
because se ttle rs in the trans-Appalachian regions necessarily depended on the  
Miss iss ippi and its tributa ries  to sus ta in them as active and prosperous republican 
fa rmers ....

... [C]ontrol of the Miss iss ippi permitted wes te rners to engage in a secure  
and dynamica lly expanding fore ign commerce and, as a lways , Americans saw 
the s ignificance of commerce in very broad socia l and mora l te rms . It was repeat-
edly asserted that an active commerce tha t provided a secure and dependable  
access to foreign marke ts was absolute ly necessary to es tablish and mainta in the  
republican characte r of wes te rn socie ty....

By rectifying the chronic problem of an uncerta in, rapidly fluctua ting 
demand for wes te rn agricultura l surpluses , the Purchase thus served an important 
socia l and mora l purpose. “No ruinous fluctua tions in commerce need now be  
apprehended,” noted another wes te rn commenta tor, for “agriculture may depend 
upon those s teady marke ts which trade sha ll open to indus try.” There could be
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no doubt tha t a “want of markets  for the produce of the soil” a lways had disas-
trous consequences , for “it saps the founda tions of our prosperity; subverts the  
end of socie ty, and lite ra lly tends to keep us in tha t rude, uncultiva ted s ta te , 
which has excited the deris ion and contempt of other communities .” “As long 
as this  is the s ta te of our country,” the same observer queried in familia r fashion, 
“what encouragement is there for the mind to throw off its na tive fe rocity?” By 
permanently securing control of the Miss iss ippi River and the promise of bound-
less fore ign marke ts  beyond, the Louis iana Purchase did more than pave the way 
for economic prosperity. By providing the incentive to indus try tha t shaped a 
republican people , it la id the necessary bas is for the wes tward expansion of 
republican civiliza tion itse lf....

Je ffe rson’s notion of a continuous ly expanding “empire of liberty” in the  
Western Hemisphere was a bold inte llectual s troke , because it flew in the face  
of the traditional republican associa tion of expans ion and empire with luxury, cor-
ruption, and especia lly despotism. The familia r bugbear of the Roman Empire  
and its decline through imperia l expans ion was the most common source of this  
associa tion. According to Jeffe rson and most American republicans , expansion 
would preserve , ra ther than undermine , the republican characte r of America . In 
addition to fores ta lling deve lopment through time and diffus ing the spirit of fac-
tion, expansion was crucia l to American security in its  broadest sense. Removing 
the French from Louis iana a lso removed the need for a dangerous milita ry es tab-
lishment in the face of a contiguous fore ign threa t. It grea tly reduced, too, the  
like lihood of American involvement in a ruinous war that would impose on the  
young republic the vicious Old World sys tem of na tiona l debts , a rmies , navies , 
taxa tion, and the like . For a ple thora of reasons , in short, peaceful expans ion was  
sus ta ining the  Je ffe rsonian republic.

But if the Louis iana Purchase removed some serious obs tacles to the rea liza-
tion of Je ffe rson’s republican empire , it a lso exposed some of the tens ions and 
contradictions within that vis ion. Since the proper functioning of the empire  
required both wes tward and commercia l expans ion, an assertive , even aggress ive , 
fore ign policy would often be necessary to secure the republic. The  Je ffe rsonians  
frequendy boas ted of the isola tion and independence of the United Sta tes ; curi-
ous ly, this cla im obscured the fact tha t American republicanism demanded both 
an open interna tiona l commercia l order and the absence of any competing pres-
ence on the North American continent. The United Sta tes could isola te itse lf 
from fore ign affairs and the potentia l for conflict only if it was willing to res ign 
its tenacious commitment to wes tward expans ion and free trade . To do this , 
however, would be to abandon the two most important pillars  of the  Je ffe rsonian 
vis ion of a republican politica l economy. Indeed, given the commitment to tha t 
vis ion, the na tiona l independence and isola ted se lf-sufficiency boas ted of by the  
Je ffersonians were illusory.


