











and warned that “a million and a half are within their con-
trol; but six millions, . . . and one million of these fighting
men, will say, ‘we will not go.”” The Virginia statesman
concluded his proposal by urging that neither constitu-
tional problems nor human sentiment ought to be allowed
to stand in its way:

I am aware that this subject involves some constitu-
tional scruples. But a liberal construction, justified
by the object, may go far, and an amendment of the
constitution, the whole length necessary. The separa-
tion of infants from their mothers, too, would pro-
duce some scruples of humanity. But this would be
straining at a gnat, and swallowing a camel.

Thus, only two and a half years before his death, Jefferson
reiterated his long held belief that emancipation was imper-
ative for the sake of the nation, but that it must be accom-
panied by colonization. Even here, however, his theory dif-
fered from his practice; and in this case his inconsistency
would follow him beyond the grave for he did not offer to
free his slaves on the condition that they leave the country.
On the contrary, in his will he requested the Virginia legis-
lature to grant special permission to the five slaves he man-
umitted to continue to live in the state.

In his conclusion Cohen provides a succinct summation
of the contradictions in Jefferson’s position with regard to
slavery and free Negroes. He writes,

Jefferson was a man of many dimensions, and any ex-
planation of his behavior must contain a myriad of seem-
ing contradictions. He was a sincere and dedicated foe of
the slave trade who bought and sold men whenever he
found it personally necessary. He believed that all men
were entitled to life and liberty regardless of their abili-
ties, yet he tracked down those slaves who had the
courage to take their rights by running away. He believed
that slavery was morally and politically wrong, but still
he wrote a slave code for his state and opposed a nation-
al attempt in 1819 to limit the further expansion of the
institution. He believed that one hour of slavery was
worse than ages of British oppression, yet he was able to
discuss the matter of slave breeding in much the same
terms that one would use when speaking of the propaga-
tion of dogs and horses.

THE EVIDENCE ON RACE

ODERN America is, and has been for more than a
quarter of a century, a postracist society, juridical-
ly and institutionally and in the ethos of all its es-
tablishments: political, social, financial, academic, scientif-
ic, and—mnot least significant—athletic. The American civil
religion, if it is to be a bonding force through the coming
century, must be unequivocally multiracial. I am not sure
that it is yet. The civil religion has been implicitly or ex-
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plicitly a religion of white people for most of its history. I
am not sure whether it has by now lived down that past. But
obviously it must do so in the coming century if it is to re-
main a civil religion for the American people as a whole.
There are—as in other Western countries—powerful racist
undercurrents still around. But for both reasons, because
this is officially a postracist society and because the racist
undercurrents are still there, Thomas Jefferson is becoming
a most unsuitable and embarrassing figure in the pantheon
of the modern American civil religion. For Thomas Jeffer-
son was demonstrably a racist, and a particularly aggres-
sive and vindictive one at that.

I don’t mean that Jefferson was a racist because he owned
slaves. A person might own slaves in the conditions of the
eighteenth century without being a racist. The person might
simply have inherited slaves, and not quite know what to do
about it. I believe that Washington, who manumitted all his
slaves by his will, was in that category. (Jefferson manumit-
ted only the five young Hemingses, who were probably his
own children, and two others.) I am not aware of any utter-
ances of Washington’s that could reasonably be classed as
racist. Washington did not, as Jefferson did (in Query XIV
of Notes on the State of Virginia), go on about such topics as
the supposed preference of black males for white women,
as compared with the supposed preference of orangutans for
black women. Nor did Washington display, as Jefferson did
(most obsessively in Query XIV), the classic racist itch to
identify black characteristics that might be interpreted as in-
dicative of genetic inferiority.

It is precisely Jefferson’s status as the oracle of liberty
within the American civil religion that is becoming unsus-
tainable in a postracist America. Consider the implications
of the story of Jame Hubbard. Hubbard’s sole offense was to
claim liberty for himself and try to win it. For that offense
Jefferson had him “severely flogged in the presence of his
old companions.” For many Americans today (I would hope
for most Americans, and most other people), the hero of lib-
erty in that story is not the famous Thomas Jefferson but the
otherwise unknown Jame Hubbard. And that perception has
ominous implications for the future status of Thomas Jeffer-
son in the civil religion of a postracist and increasingly mul-
tiracial America.

The factor, however, that is bound eventually to eliminate a
personal cult of Thomas Jefferson from America’s civil reli-
gion is not his record in relation to slaves and slavery but the
policy laid down by him in relation to “free Negroes.” Jeffer-
son’s vision of the future America—after the hypothetical abo-
lition of slavery by the slaveowners themselves—was a lily-
white one. All the ex-slaves were to be deported to Africa. In
the meantime, free blacks had to be eliminated from Virginia.
Jefferson’s proposals for their elimination were too draconian
to be stomached even by his fellow slaveowners. His proposed
(and rejected) amendments to the Virginia legal code included

OCTOBER 1996



a recommendation for penalizing what Virginia slaveowners
called miscegenation, by which they always meant sexual in-
tercourse between black men and white women, never be-
tween white men and black women—an event of frequent
but unmentionable occurrence. Jefferson made provision for
the case of a white woman who might bear a mulatto child.
Both the mother and her child were to leave Virginia within
a year of the birth. In the event of their failure to do so,
mother and child were declared to be “out of the protection
of the laws.” In the circumstances that proposition was a li-
cense for lynching—for the physical destruction of mother
and child by any Virginian who might care to do the job.
Volunteers would not be lacking.

Jefferson’s white contemporaries
refused to accept that sinister rec-
ommendation. But later genera-
tions of southerners were to act in
its spirit. It is no coincidence that
Jefferson was much more popular
in the South after the Civil War
than he had been before. Before the
war the issue had been slavery, and
Jefferson was a bit unsound on that
by the standards prevailing in the
South in the immediate antebellum
period. After the war, however, the
question of the hour for white
southerners was the status of free
blacks. And on that Thomas Jeffer-
son was absolutely sound.

It is true that after the war white
southerners were in no position to
achieve Jefferson’s ideal solution:
the deportation of all emancipated
blacks. But they could and did act
in the spirit of Jefferson’s major
premise in this matter: they could
ensure that there would be no free
blacks in the southern states. Any black who attempted to
achieve real freedom was at best treated as Jefferson had
treated Jame Hubbard. Penalties more drastic than flogging,
however, were available against persons perceived as guilty
of serious racial misconduct. Such people were “out of the
protection of the laws.” That is, they could be lynched with
perfect impunity. And they were, regularly and in large num-
bers, after the end of Reconstruction and through the first
two decades of the twentieth century.

For all this the enforcers of white supremacy claimed,
and with justice, a mandate in Thomas Jefferson’s well-
known doctrine that there was no place for free blacks in
American society. If blacks were emancipated and yet re-
mained in America and in the South, then they had to be
brought under restraint.

70

Perhaps the most vocal of the southern white supremacists
in the late nineteenth century was the Populist leader Tom
Watson, of Georgia. Watson’s magazine The Jeffersonian
propagated, according to Merrill Peterson, “sectional and
racial hatred of the most vicious sort.” The relation of The
Jeffersonian to Jefferson’s thought was similar to the relation
of the Republican press in Jefferson’s own time to Jefferson’s
thought. The Jeffersonian, like the Republican press, propa-
gated in crude emotive forms ideas to which the master had
given discreet and overtly unemotional expression. And in the
southern states in the years after the Civil War the whites who
most practiced what The Jeffersonian was preaching were

members of the Ku Klux Klan.

LIBERAL
JEFFERSONIANS

IBERAL Jeffersonians will

no doubt be outraged at my

suggestion that the Ku Klux
Klan was ideologically descended
from Thomas Jefferson. I hope lib-
eral Jeffersonians are outraged, and
I propose to go on outraging them. I
intend, if possible, to outrage them
out of existence: not out of physical
existence, of course, but out of exis-
tence as the confused and confusing
school of thought they actually con-
stitute. For “liberal Jeffersonian” is
a contradiction in terms—at least it
is if you think that “liberal racist” is
a contradiction in terms. And mod-
ern American liberals can hardly
contest that last point.

In the 1970s and 1980s American
liberals were greatly exercised about
apartheid in South Africa, and were
busy tracking down any person who might conceivably have
given any kind of aid or comfort to that iniquitous system. In
that connection, how about Thomas Jefferson? The Jeffer-
sonian doctrine of no free blacks in America was a doctrine
of apartheid for America.

Someone should write a thesis on “The Influence of
Thomas Jefferson on Hendrik Verwoerd.”

What is surprising about Jeffersonian liberalism is that it
has managed (so far) to survive both the comprehensive dis-
crediting of racism among the educated and in official
America in the second half of the twentieth century and the
scholarly work that demonstrates that Jefferson was a racist.
Thus as late as 1984 we find Richard Matthews writing in
The Radical Politics of Thomas Jefferson: A Revisionist
View, “Jefferson . . . not only presents a radical critique of
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American market society but also provides an image for—if
not a road-map to—a consciously made, legitimately demo-
cratic American future.” A legitimately democratic Ameri-
can future without any blacks in it.

1 believe that in the next century, as blacks and Hispanics
and Asians acquire increasing influence in American society,
the Jeffersonian liberal tradition, which is already intellectu-
ally untenable, will become socially and politically untenable
as well. I also believe that the American civil religion, offi-
cial version-—let me call it ACROV—will have to be reformed
in a manner that will downgrade and eventually exclude
Thomas Jefferson. Finally, I believe that Jefferson will
nonetheless continue to be a power in America in the area
where the mystical side of Jefferson really belongs: among
the radical, violent, anti-federal libertarian fanatics—the very
same paranoid conspirators against whose grasp President
Clinton is rightly resolved to defend our sacred symbols.

THE IMPENDING SCHISM

S the twenty-first century advances, there will be
changes within the American civil religion to corre-
spond to great changes in the society itself. The mul-
tiracial character of the society will be increasingly realized,
as significant numbers of blacks, Hispanics, and Asians
move up the economic ladder. Women of all races will also
be moving up, in many cases even faster and higher than the
general rate of ascent of nonwhite people.

In these circumstances ACROV will be needed more than
ever, as a bonding force for a more and more visibly diverse
society and polity. But within ACROV the cult of the Found-
ing Fathers will be affected. The present campus assaults on
the authority, in every field, of “dead white males™ are often
absurd, but they have their implications for the future, and in
particular for the cult of the Founding Fathers.

In the new circumstances the emphasis is likely to be in-
creasingly on documents, rather than personalities, as the
core of ACROV. Of the two main documents, the Constitu-
tion presents no problems for the new societal coalition, in
which women and nonwhite people exercise increasing au-
thority. The Constitution as it now stands is the work not
just of Founding Fathers but of many kinds of people, over
many generations. Both abolitionists and feminists—over-
lapping categories in the nineteenth century—played their
part in bringing the Constitution into the shape in which we
have it today. The Constitution will be amended—an Equal
Rights Amendment would appear to be inevitable, if pre-
sent trends continue—during the first half of the coming
century. The Constitution—amended and amendable—will
be at the center of ACROV.

The Declaration of Independence is another matter.
ACROV without the Declaration is unthinkable. The Declara-
tion is the primary assertion of American nationalism, and
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the primary function of the American civil religion is to in-
vest American nationalism with the aura of the sacred. With-
out the Declaration, then, there is no American civil religion.

Yet there are problems about the Declaration, in its rela-
tion to a society no longer exclusively dominated by whites.
There are problems about the wording, and problems about
the authorship. It is accepted that the words “all men are cre-
ated equal” do not in their literal meaning apply to women,
and were not intended by the Founding Fathers (collective-
ly) to apply to slaves. Yet it is also accepted that the expec-
tations aroused by this formula have been a force that even-
tually changed the meaning of the formula to include
women and people of all races.

The wording in itself offers no basic difficulty. The trou-
ble is in the relation of the wording to the perceived author-
ship. In ACROV as we know it in the twentieth century, Jef-
ferson has sacred status as the author of the most sacred
document: the Declaration of Independence. And nothing
is more certain than that Thomas Jefferson did not intend
that black people should be free in America. Freedom and
blackness were incompatible in America: free blacks were
to be banished.

For many years Jefferson’s real views concerning the fu-
ture of blacks in America were hidden by soothing obfusca-
tion best exemplified by the relevant inscription in the Jeffer-
son Memorial. People were told that Thomas Jefferson was
against slavery, and his words to that effect were quoted fre-
quently. But people were nor told that for Jefferson, black
people had no future in America at all except as slaves. Once
they ceased to be slaves, they were to be sent packing. Nor
would other nonwhites be welcome (the American Indian ex-
cepted, whom Jefferson was at pains to “whiten”). Jeffer-
son’s bright vision of the future of America was a monoracial
one: whites only.

It follows that there can be no room for a cult of Thomas
Jefferson in the civil religion of an effectively multiracial
America—that is, an America in which nonwhite Americans
have a significant and increasing say. Once the facts are
known, Jefferson is of necessity abhorrent to people who
would not be in America at all if he could have had his way.

Those people don’t need Jefferson. But they do need the
Declaration. The words “all men are created equal” are an
important part of their American title deeds. Racists hold
that blacks are genetically inferior—that is, that they were
not created equal. Against that doctrine it is important to be
able to invoke the most sacred of American documents.

In these circumstances, in which the Declaration is need-
ed and Jefferson is not, I would expect to see a change in the
perceived relation between Jefferson and the Declaration.
There is an element of exaggeration in the present official
perception of that relation, and that exaggeration will come
under attack in the increasingly multiracial climate of the
coming century.
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The crucial question is, Was Thomas Jefferson the author
of the Declaration of Independence?

Many Americans will answer that question with an indig-
nant “Of course he was!” Yet there is really no “of course”
about it. The Declaration was certainly not the unaided work
of Thomas Jefferson. The document did not spring fully
formed from his head, like Athena from the forehead of
Zeus. The work of preparing the Declaration—to justify the
independence that the Second Continental Congress had ac-
tually proclaimed two days before—was entrusted by Con-
gress not to Jefferson alone but to a committee that included
John Adams and Benjamin Franklin, figures of no less status
in the America of 1776. Adams and Franklin would proba-
bly have had considerable input into discussions preceding
the actual drafting of the document. Jefferson’s draft was re-
viewed and corrected by the committee prior to being laid
before the Congress, whose consensus it was designed to re-
flect. And the Congress made further changes in the draft.
Carl Lotus Becker writes in The Declaration of Indepen-
dence: A Study in the History of Political Ideas,

Congress discussed his draft for three successive days.
What uncomplimentary remarks the members may have
made is not known; but it is known that in the end certain
paragraphs were greatly changed and others omitted alto-
gether. These “depredations™—so he speaks of them—Jef-
ferson did not enjoy: but we may easily console ourselves
for his discomfiture since it moved the humane Franklin to
tell him a story. Writing in 1818, Jefferson says: “I was
sitting by Dr. Franklin, who perceived that I was not in-
sensible to these mutilations. I have made it a rule, said he,
whenever in my power, to avoid becoming the draughts-
man of papers to be reviewed by a public body.”

Franklin’s story follows, and though it is amusing, it is

not relevant here. What is relevant is the word “draughts- -

man,” and it is evident that it was in that role, and not the
more exalted role of “author,” that Jefferson’s colleagues en-
visaged him, in relation to the collective elaboration of the
Declaration of Independence.

In ACROV as it evolves under the conditions of the coming
century, the Declaration will increasingly be seen as a col-
lective document. The Founding Fathers will have declined
in importance in comparison with the sacred documents, but
their collective authority will still be found to be vastly more
acceptable than the idea of the personal authorship of
Thomas Jefferson.

With the Declaration increasingly perceived as a collec-
tive document, Jefferson may increasingly be cast in the
prosaic and subordinate role of draftsman. Jefferson’s de-
motion from the sacred status of author of the Declaration
of Independence would effectively put an end to the official
cult of Jefferson within the American civil religion. Jeffer-
son should be out of ACROV, I would guess, before the mid-
dle of the coming century.
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Jefferson should be out of ACROV. But he is likely to be at
the center of an alternative, and powerful, version of Amer-
ican civil religion.

It is safe to predict that the liberal-Jeffersonian tradition will
become extinct fairly early in the coming century. The huge
contradiction within that tradition with regard to race renders
it unfit to survive in a multiracial society. But the inevitable re-
jection of Jefferson by liberals in a multiracial America will
draw increasingly favorable attention to Jefferson on the far
right. The very reasons for which liberals will have to reject
him will compel the far right to adopt him. Or rather re-adopt
him, for he was a hero to southern white supremacists.

Doctrinally, Jefferson is a patron saint far more suitable to
white supremacists than to modern American liberals. The
themes of states’ rights and no free blacks in America fit the
positions of the far-right militia movement like a glove. Tom
Watson’s old title The Jeffersonian could well be revived in
the next century, and with the same racist content.

Rhetorically and emotionally also, the mystical Jeffer-
son—the Jefferson of the tree of liberty and of the French
Revolution—meets the needs of the modern far right. Jeffer-
son’s liberty, a powerfully emotive concept, unanalyzed and
without intellectual content, is the kind of liberty the militias
love: Burke’s “wild gas” of liberty.

The Jefferson who admired Shays’s rebels and hoped they
would find imitators in later generations, and who inspired
the Virginia and Kentucky resolutions of 1798, is providing
those who now resist the federal government with clear war-
rant for their cause, and for the use of armed force should the
incursions of the federal government make that necessary.

Finally, the Jefferson who made a cult of the French Rev-
olution provides aid and comfort not just to the far right in
government but to the most ferocious militant extremists. In
the paroxysms of his enthusiasm for the French Revolution,
in January of 1793, Jefferson laid down the principle that
there are (virtually) no limits to the slaughter that may legit-
imately be perpetrated in the name of liberty—so that any-
one in modern America who is planning any act of mass de-
struction may invoke the sanction of “the author of the
Declaration of Independence,” provided only that the act is
deemed to be perpetrated in the holy cause of liberty.

For these and other reasons I believe that at some time in
the coming century the cult of Jefferson may, as it were, split
off from its present home in ACROV and find a new home on
the wilder shores of American freedom.

I believe that the orthodox multiracial version of the
American civil religion must eventually prevail—at what-
ever cost—against the neo-Jeffersonian racist schism. That
the orthodox version should prevail is vital not only for
America but also for the future of nonracial democracy, and
of Enlightenment values generally, in those parts of the
world where these are now dominant or where people are
struggling to bring them into effective being.
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