
 ■ The Essentials of Good Government
Still one thing more, fellow citizens -- a wise and frugal Government, which shall restrain men from injuring one another, shall 
leave them otherwise free to regulate their own pursuits of industry and improvement, and shall not take from the mouth of labor 
the bread it has earned. This is the sum of good government, and this is necessary to close the circle of our felicities. About to enter, 
fellow-citizens, on the exercise of duties which comprehend everything dear and valuable to you, it is proper you should understand 
what I deem the essential principles of our Government, and consequently those which ought to shape its Administration

I will compress them within the narrowest compass they will bear, stating the general principle, but not all its limitations. Equal 
and exact justice to all men, of whatever state or persuasion, religious or political; peace, commerce, and honest friendship 
with all nations, entangling alliances with none; the support of the State governments in all their rights, as the most competent 
administrations for our domestic concerns and the surest bulwarks against antirepublican tendencies; the preservation of the 
General Government in its whole constitutional vigor, as the sheet anchor of our peace at home and safety abroad; a jealous 
care of the right of election by the people -- a mild and safe corrective of abuses which are lopped by the sword of revolution 
where peaceable remedies are unprovided; absolute acquiescence in the decisions of the majority, the vital principle of republics, 
from which is no appeal but to force, the vital principle and immediate parent of despotism; a well disciplined militia, our best 
reliance in peace and for the first moments of war, till regulars may relieve them; the supremacy of the civil over the military 
authority; economy in the public expense, that labor may be lightly burthened; the honest payment of our debts and sacred 
preservation of the public faith; encouragement of agriculture, and of commerce as its handmaid; the diffusion of information 
and arraignment of all abuses at the bar of the public reason; freedom of religion; freedom of the press, and freedom of person 
under the protection of the habeas corpus, and trial by juries impartially selected.

These principles form the bright constellation which has gone before us and guided our steps through an age of revolution and 
reformation. The wisdom of our sages and blood of our heroes have been devoted to their attainment. They should be the creed 
of our political faith, the text of civic instruction, the touchstone by which to try the services of those we trust; and should we 
wander from them in moments of error or of alarm, let us hasten to retrace our steps and to regain the road which alone leads to 
peace, liberty, and safety. – Thomas Jefferson First Inaugural Address, March 4, 1801

 ■ Censorship
     I am mortified to be told that, in the United States of America, the sale of a book can become a subject of inquiry, and 
of criminal inquiry too…if persecuted, it will be generally read. Every man in the United States will think it a duty to buy a 
copy in vindication of his right to buy, and to read what he pleases – Thomas Jefferson to M. Dufief, 1814
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Thomas Jefferson:
Wisdom for a troubled people
“Not alone to the American people, but to all peoples, are Jefferson’s opinion 
on Government of deep and abiding interest. Among the Statesmen of all time, 
he is the foremost Expounder of the Rights of Man, of the unalienable right 
of every human being to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. That is the 
object of all just Government, to preserve which Jeffersonian principles must be 
sacredly cherished.” -“The Jeffersonian Cyclopedia: A Comprehensive Collection 
of the views of Thomas Jefferson” (Edited by John P. Foley, Copyright 1900)
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 ■ Centralization - The danger it poses to a people
     Experience hath shewn, that even under the best forms of government 
those entrusted with power have, in time, and by slow operations, perverted 
it into tyranny. –Thomas Jefferson, Preamble to a Bill for the More General            
Diffusion of Knowledge, Fall 1778

     I do verily believe that a single consolidated government would become 
the most corrupt government                    on the earth. –Thomas Jefferson to 
Gideon Granger, August 1800

     Our government is now taking so steady a course as to show by what road 
it will pass to destruction, to wit: by consolidation first, and then corruption, 
its necessary consequence. The engine of consolidation will be the Federal 
judiciary; the two other branches the corrupting and corrupted instruments. –
Thomas Jefferson to Nathaniel Macon, 1821

     I wish to see maintained that wholesome distribution of powers 
established by the Constitution for the limitation of both; and never to see all 
offices transferred to Washington, where, further withdrawn from the eyes of 
the people, they may more secretly be bought and sold as to market. –Thomas 
Jefferson to William Johnson, 1823

 ■ The Defense of Liberty

     We already see the power, installed for life, responsible to no authority 
(for impeachment is not even a scare-crow), advancing with a noiseless and 

steady pace to the great object of consolidation. The foundations are already deeply laid by their decisions for the 
annihilation of constitutional State rights, and the removal of every check, every counterpoise to the engulfing power 
of which themselves are to make a sovereign part. If ever this vast country is brought under a single government, it 
will be one of the most extensive corruption, indifferent and incapable of wholesome care over so wide a spread of 
surface. This will not be borne, and you will have to choose between reformation and revolution. If I know the spirit 
of this country, the one of the other is inevitable. Before the canker is become inveterate, before its venom has reached 
so much of the body politic as to get beyond control, remedy should be applied. –Thomas Jefferson to William T. 
Barry, 1822

     I have been blamed for saying, that a prevalence of the doctrines of consolidation would one day call for 
reformation or revolution. I answer by asking if a single State of the Union would have agreed to the Constitution 
had it given all powers to the General Government? If the whole opposition to it did not proceed from the jealousy 
and fear of every State, of being subjected to the other States in matters merely its own? And if there is any reason to 
believe the States more disposed now than then, to acquiesce in this general surrender of all their rights and powers to 
a consolidated government, one and undivided? –Thomas Jefferson to Samuel Johnson, 1823

 ■ Missouri Question (Ominous foreshadows...)
     The Missouri question is a mere party trick. The leaders of federalism, defeated in their schemes of obtaining 
power by rallying partisans to the principle of monarchism, a principle of personal not of local division, have  
changed their tack, and thrown out another barrel to the whale. They are taking advantage of the virtuous feelings 
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of the people to effect a division of parties by a geographical line; they 
expect that this will insure them, on local principles, the majority they 
could never obtain on principles of federalism; but they are still putting 
their shoulder to the wrong wheel; they are wasting Jeremiads on the 
miseries of slavery, as if we were advocates for it. 
–Thomas Jefferson to Charles Pinckney, 1820

     The Missouri question is the most portentous one which ever yet 
threatened our Union. In the gloomiest moment of the Revolutionary 
war I never had any apprehensions equal to what I feel from this source. 
–Thomas Jefferson to Hugh Nelson, Feb. 1820

 ■ Nullification
     Every State has a natural right in cases not within the compact (casus 
non faderis) to nullify of their own authority all assumptions of power 
by others within their limits; without this right, they would be under 
the dominion, absolute and unlimited, of whosoever might exercise this 
right of judgment for them –Kentucky Resolutions, 1798

 ■ Religion and Government
     The people have not given the magistrate the care of souls because 
they could not. They could not, because no man has the right to 
abandon the care of his salvation to another. –Thomas Jefferson, Notes on 
Religion, 1776?

 ■ Right to Bear Arms
     No freeman shall be debarred the use of arms (within his own lands) 
     –Thomas Jefferson, Proposed VA. Constitution, June 1776

 ■ Secession
     Whether we remain in one confederacy, or form into Atlantic and Mississippi confederacies, I believe not very 
important to the happiness of either part. Those of the Western confederacy will be as much our children and 
descendents as those of the Eastern, and I feel myself as much identified with that country, in future time, as with 
this: and did I now foresee a separation at some future day, yet I should feel the duty and the desire to promote 
the Western interests as zealously as the Eastern, doing all the good for both portions of our future family which 
should fall within my power. –Thomas Jefferson to Dr. Joseph Priestley, Jan. 1804 (Note: The opponents of the 
Louisiana purchase were, at this period, predicting dire disaster to the Union because of its acquisition.)

      Should time not be given, and the schism (Missouri) be pushed to separation, it will be for a short term 
only; two or three years’ trial will bring them back, like quarrelling lovers to renewed embraces, and increased 
affections. The experiment of separation would soon prove to both that they had mutually miscalculated their 
best interests. And even were the parties in Congress to secede in passion, the soberer people would call a 
convention and cement against their severance attempted by the insanity of their functionaries. 
–Thomas Jefferson to Richard Rush, 1820

Continued on next page

Thomas Jefferson at 
about 58 years old

Painted by Gilbert Stuart at 
Philadelphia, May of 1800. Out of 

three portraits painted by Mr. Stuart, 
Mr. Jefferson supposedly preferred this 
one, and paid the artist $100 for it.



4

 ■ Socialism
     If we can prevent the government from wasting the labors of the people, under the pretence of taking care 
of them, they must become very happy. –Thomas Jefferson to Thomas Cooper, 1802

 ■ State Sovereignty
     The States should severally preserve their sovereignty in whatever concerns themselves alone, and whatever 
may concern another State, or any foreign nation, should be made a part of Federal sovereignty 
–Thomas Jefferson to George Wythe, 1787

     It is a singular phenomenon, that while our State governments are the very best in the world, 
without exception or comparison, our General Government has, in the rapid course of nine or ten years,             
become more arbitrary, and has swallowed more of the public liberty than even that of England.                  
–Thomas Jefferson to John Taylor, 1798

     It is not by the consolidation or concentration of powers, but by their distribution, that good     
government is effected. Were not this great country already divided into States, that division must be made, 
that each might do for itself what concerns itself directly, and what it can so much better do than a distant 
authority. Every State again is divided into counties, each to take care of what lies within its local bounds; 
each county again into townships or wards, to manage minuter details; and every ward into farms, to be 
governed each by its individual proprietor. It is by this partition of cares, descending in gradation from 
general to particular, that the mass of human affairs may be best managed, for the good and prosperity of all. 
–Thomas Jefferson Autobiography, 1821

 ■ Taxation
     To impose on our citizens no unnecessary burden, is one of the landmarks by which we are to guide 
ourselves in all our proceedings. –Second Annual Message, Dec. 1802

     Taxation is the most difficult function of government, and that against which their citizens are most apt 
to be refractory. The general aim is, therefore, to adopt the mode most consonant with the circumstances and 
sentiments of the country. –Preface to Tracy’s Political Economy, 1816

 ■ Urbanization
     When we get piled upon one another in large cities, as in Europe, we shall become as corrupt as Europe. 
–Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, Dec. 1787

      I view great cities as pestilential to the morals, the health, and the liberties of man. True, they nourish 
some of the elegant arts, but the useful ones can thrive elsewhere, and less perfection in the others, with more 
health, virtue and freedom would be my choice. – Thomas Jefferson to Dr. Benjamin Rush, 1800
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