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Jefferson’s Political Economy: An Ideological-Economic Interpretation of the American Revolution 

 Over the past two centuries, ideological and economic interpretations have dominated the 

historiography of the origins of the American Revolution. These debates also guided discussion of 

specific individuals and their motivations for participating in the Revolution. While scholars remain 

divided in their acceptance either of economic motivation or ideological inspiration, I argue that a 

combination of these interpretations through the lens of eighteenth-century political economy discourse 

can help in our understanding of what led to the Revolution. Drawing upon Enlightenment ideas 

regarding political economy, some revolutionaries believed the rights of man were inherently tied to 

economic principles. In this paper, as in the eighteenth-century, political economy discourse is defined as 

more than just a study of the state’s relationship to production and commerce. It is also an ideology, or a 

set of beliefs that virtue, humanity, and moral ethics were influenced by commerce, and that any 

commercial regulation, therefore, likewise affected individual virtue and social behavior.1 It was in this 

conception of political economy that ideas about economic incentives and individual liberty were 

combined by America’s revolutionaries.2 Thus, by examining the importance of political economy on the 

revolutionary generation and particularly on Thomas Jefferson’s thought, this paper presents an 

 
1 Paul Cheney examines this discourse as a central feature of Enlightenment thinking among eighteenth-century 

French philosophes. Paul Cheney, Revolutionary Commerce: Globalization and the French Monarchy (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2010). 
2 For a study on the origins of political economy and particularly its position in the Enlightenment, see Sophus A. 

Reinert, Translating Empire: Emulation and the Origins of Political Economy (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 2011). 
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ideological-economic interpretation of the origins of the American Revolution. 

 By limiting our focus to Jefferson, this study barely scrapes the surface of the overall impact of 

the Enlightenment’s political economy discourse on the revolutionary generation. Nevertheless, having 

authored the Declaration of Independence and solidified an American philosophical tradition with ideas 

ranging from the role and purpose of government to natural laws of equality and individual liberty, 

Jefferson is an important figure from which to begin such an examination. A substantial amount of 

scholarship exists concerning the origins of the American Revolution, and writings on Jefferson alone fill 

entire libraries. Rather than attempting to disclaim previous theories on the Revolution or Jefferson’s 

thought, this study explores a less-examined topic: the early influence of the Enlightenment’s political 

economy discourse on Jefferson’s pre-revolutionary thought. 

 While the historiography of Jefferson’s pre-Revolution ideology has largely ignored the political 

economy discourse of the Enlightenment, recent studies have begun to bridge the gap between 

ideological and economic interpretations of the American Revolution.3 Peter Onuf, for instance, argues 

that ideological studies largely neglect ideas regarding interstate and international relations as they 

related to constitutional reform.4 Onuf and other scholars are reassessing the importance of political 

economy on American ideas, and particularly on Jefferson’s thought, but their studies remain focused on 

the years following the Revolution.5 Naturally, if ideas of political economy featured in the constitutional 

 
3 It should be noted that early twentieth-century progressive historians touched upon the influence of political 

economy on Jefferson’s thought, but only in the period after the Revolution. In addition, these thoughts were largely 

seen as undeveloped in any practical sense. For instance, Charles Beard argues that Jefferson’s discussion of 

“Manufactures, Commerce, Interior and Exterior trade” in his 1784’s Notes on the State of Virginia is “without any 

immediate practical purpose in view.” Charles Beard, Economic Origins of Jeffersonian Democracy (New York: The 

Macmillan Company, 1915), 422-423. Carl Becker agreed with Beard’s assessment, adding only that, with respect to 

the proper role of government, Jefferson “was more at home in the world of ideas than in the world of men and 

affairs.” Carl Becker, Detachment and the Writing of History: Essays and Letters of Carl L. Becker (Ithaca, NY: 

Cornell University Press, 1958), 230. 
4 Peter S. Onuf, The Mind of Thomas Jefferson (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2007), 67-68. 
5 See also Drew R. McCoy, The Elusive Republic: Political Economy in Jeffersonian America (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1980); Joyce Appleby, Capitalism and a New Social Order: The Republican 

Vision of the 1790’s (New York: New York University Press, 1984); John R. Nelson, Jr., Liberty and Property: 
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debates that followed the Revolution, research to trace the influence of political economy discourse on 

Jefferson’s thought prior to the Revolution is a fruitful endeavor. 

Jefferson, the Law Student 

 To examine the role of political economy discourse on Jefferson’s ideas, it is appropriate to begin 

with his schooling and the works which influenced his intellectual formation before he entered politics. 

Most scholars accept the traditional historiography that Jefferson was introduced to the ideas of the 

Enlightenment in college; it is here that they typically begin their examination of his intellectual 

pursuits.6 While intellectual historians often ignore the influence of political economy, there is some 

scholarly discussion among economists that presents some of Jefferson’s ideas regarding commerce and 

its relationship to the state. In “The Economic Philosophy of Thomas Jefferson,” for instance, Joseph 

Dorfman acknowledges that Jefferson’s “academic and legal training impressed upon him the 

‘commercial principles which bring wealth into our country and the constitutional security … for the 

enjoyment of that wealth’.” Furthermore, Dorfman argues that this belief influenced Jefferson’s 

involvement in the Revolution, and particularly his opposition to “parliamentary restrictions on the trade 

and industry of the colonies,” but he does not examine the specific works or ideas that led to this 

opposition in 1776.7 When we examine Jefferson’s curriculum as a law student, we find that 

 
Political Economy and Policymaking in the New Nation, 1789-1812 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1987); and Joyce Appleby, Liberalism and Republicanism in the Historical Imagination (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1992). In a recent article, Staughton Lynd and David Waldstreicher suggest that scholars readdress 

the influence of economics on the Revolution, arguing that the ideas of revolutionary intellectuals were connected to 

economic concerns. Staughton Lynd and David Waldstreicher, "Free Trade, Sovereignty, and Slavery: Toward an 

Economic Interpretation of American Independence," William and Mary Quarterly 68, no. 4 (2011): 597-630. 
6 Darren Staloff, for instance, argues that “Jefferson first began to discern the lineaments of the enlightened 

worldview” under the tutelage of William Small at William and Mary. See Darren Staloff, Hamilton, Adams, 

Jefferson: The Politics of Enlightenment and the American Founding (New York: Hill and Wang, 2005), 250. 
7 Joseph Dorfman, “The Economic Philosophy of Thomas Jefferson,” Political Science Quarterly 55.1 (Mar., 

1940), 100. Also see Friedrich List, The National System of Political Economy (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 

1885), Book I, Chapter IX. Notably, List mentions Jefferson’s opinion of 1816 that agriculture and manufacture exist 

together in America. In addition, List adds his own theory that “the monopoly of all manufacturing industry by the 

mother country was one of the chief causes of the American Revolution,” without expounding much on that 

argument. 
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Enlightenment texts dealing with political economy played a central role in his study of politics and 

government. 

 Jefferson recorded various passages from the texts he read in his literary and legal commonplace 

books, and these give an indication of those works he found important enough to copy. Much like the 

Enlightenment thinkers in Europe, Jefferson read extensively in the Greek and Latin classics, particularly, 

as Gilbert Chinard argues, “for their practical value and in order to derive from them a moral profit.” In 

addition, Chinard notes, “through constant and systematic study he really lived in the commerce of the 

Greeks. From them he took only what he could assimilate and put to use.”8 Aside from the classics, 

Jefferson also studied contemporary writings for their practical application and moral philosophy. Among 

these writings, Montesquieu is one of the most cited authors in Jefferson’s commonplace books, though 

his influence on Jefferson’s pre-revolutionary thought is rarely discussed. 

 There is some debate regarding which Enlightenment thinkers were most influential on 

America’s revolutionaries. Much of the discussion spotlights the influence of John Locke and his ideas 

regarding natural rights and the social contract between individuals and government.9 The centrality of 

Lockean thought, however, is not universally accepted. As J.G.A. Pocock explains, “the idea of power 

reverting to the people can, of course, be stated in the language of Locke's Second Treatise, but it is 

overwhelmingly important to realize that the predominant language in which it was expressed by 

eighteenth-century radicals was one of virtue, corruption, and reform, which is Machiavellian, classical, 

and Aristotelian, and in which Locke himself did not figure.”10 Intriguingly, Pocock anchors American 

 
8 Gilbert Chinard, The Literary Bible of Thomas Jefferson: His Commonplace Book of Philosophers and Poets 

(New York: Greenwood Press, 1969 [originally published 1928]), 11. 
9 For more on the debate regarding Locke’s influence on American eighteenth-century political thinking, see 

Louis B. Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America (New York: 1955); Yehoshua Arieli, Individualism and 

Nationalism in American Ideology (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1964); and John Dunn, “The Politics of 

Locke in England and America in the Eighteenth Century,” in John Locke: Problems and Perspectives, ed. John W. 

Yolton (Cambridge: 1969): 45-80. 
10 J.G.A. Pocock, “Virtue and Commerce in the Eighteenth Century,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 3 

(1972), 124. See also J.G.A. Pocock, Virtue, Commerce, and History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
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Revolutionary and Federalist thought on the republic-empire dichotomy wherein virtue and commerce 

were viewed as opposites. However, for Montesquieu and other Enlightenment thinkers, commerce did 

not automatically corrupt virtue. Instead, Montesquieu was confident that “commerce is a cure for the 

most destructive prejudices; for it is almost a general rule, that wherever we find agreeable manners, 

there commerce flourishes; and that wherever there is commerce, there we meet with agreeable 

manners.”11 Enlightenment thinkers were concerned over the possible negative impact of commerce on 

virtue, but this was all part of the discourse of political economy as they sought to discover both the 

positive and negative influences. 

 While it is clear Jefferson’s thought included the ideas of various individuals, scholars still have 

difficulty attributing any of his ideas to Montesquieu. For instance, Chinard argues that Jefferson’s 

“distrust of the French writer prevented him from accepting many of his most significant theories,” 

despite that, in his study of Jefferson’s legal commonplace book, Chinard finds “no less than 27 articles 

are given to Montesquieu, they take up 28 pages, more than was given by Jefferson to any other single 

writer. They constitute one of the most significant parts of the Commonplace Book.”12 Chinard’s rejection 

of Montesquieu’s influence on Jefferson is indicative of the traditional historiography which focuses on 

Jefferson’s post-revolutionary thought. For instance, he points to a letter written to Thomas Mann 

Randolph on May 30, 1790, wherein Jefferson writes, “in political economy, I think Smith’s Wealth of 

Nations the best book extant; in the science of government, Montesquieu’s Spirit of Laws is generally 

recommended. It contains, indeed, a great number of political truths; but also an equal number of 

heresies.”13 While Jefferson’s praise of Wealth of Nations is noteworthy, he did not acquire this book 

until after the start of the Revolution, since it was first published in 1776. In addition, though Jefferson 

 
1985). 

11 Baron de Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, Volume 1, trans. Thomas Nugent (New York: The Colonial 

Press, 1900), 316. 
12 Gilbert Chinard, The Commonplace Book of Thomas Jefferson: A Repertory of His Ideas on Government 

(Baltimore: John Hopkins Press, 1926), 31. 
13 TJ to Thomas Mann Randolph, May 30, 1790, quoted in Chinard, The Commonplace Book, 32. 
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often spoke disparagingly of Montesquieu, the only such references we have were written after the 

Revolution. 

 Prior to the Revolution, Jefferson relied on a number of texts with respect to political economy, 

including Montesquieu. Fortunately, in an earlier letter written on August 3, 1771, Jefferson answered 

Robert Skipwith’s request for a suggested list of books for his own private library. Under the heading 

“Politicks, Trade,” Jefferson included Montesquieu’s Spirit of Laws, Locke on Government, Sidney on 

Government, Marmontel’s Belisarius, Lord Bolingbroke’s Political Works, Montesquieu’s Rise & Fall of the 

Roman Government, Steuart’s Political Economy, and Petty’s Political Arithmetic. On its own, this list may 

seem like an ordinary list of books on politics and political economy. Jefferson’s combination of politics 

and trade in a single category is significant, however, and, of this category, he writes the following: “Of 

Politicks and Trade I have given you a few only of the best books, as you would probably chuse to be not 

unacquainted with those commercial principles which bring wealth into our country, and the 

constitutional security we have for the enjoiment of that wealth.”14 As noted earlier, Dorfman points to 

this phrase as illustrating the influence of Jefferson’s academic training on his economic principles, but a 

quick comparison of Jefferson’s explanation of the effects of commercial principles to the powers seized 

in the Declaration of Independence is striking. That Jefferson believed “the pursuit of happiness,” an 

unalienable right, was inseparable from constitutional assurances regarding commerce is confirmed not 

only in the Declaration’s call “to provide new Guards for their future security,” but also in its maintaining 

that the new government exercise “full Power to … establish Commerce.”15 

 Jefferson learned about the influence of government regulation on trade in his own reading of 

Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws. Herein he read, “Trade has some relation to forms of government. In a 

 
14 TJ to Robert Skipwith, 3 Aug. 1771, in Papers of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Julian P. Boyd (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1950), 77. 
15 TJ, “Declaration of Independence as Adopted by Congress,” July 4, 1776, in Papers of Thomas Jefferson, ed. 

Julian P. Boyd (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950), 429-432. 
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monarchy, it is generally founded on luxury; and though it be also founded on real wants, yet the 

principal view with which it is carried on is to procure everything that can contribute to the pride, the 

pleasure, and the capricious whims of the nation. In republics, it is commonly founded on economy.”16 

With respect to the English system, Montesquieu made some positive remarks. “Other nations have 

made the interests of commerce yield to those of politics,” he explained, “the English, on the contrary, 

have ever made their political interests give way to those of commerce. They know better than any other 

people upon earth how to value, at the same time, these three great advantages — religion, commerce, 

and liberty.”17 According to Montesquieu’s political economy, liberty and commerce were inseparable in 

England. In addition, Montesquieu believed, as Paul A. Rahe explains, “that England will continue to 

exemplify ‘political liberty in its relation with the constitution’ as long as its legislature is less corrupt 

than its executive.”18 Rather than linking empires to commerce and republics to virtue, Montesquieu saw 

in England a republic where commerce was founded on economy and virtue, rather than luxury and vice.  

Jefferson’s reading of Montesquieu led him to ponder on the ramifications of a corrupted British 

Parliament on political liberty with the passage of unprecedented commercial and economic regulations 

and duties on the colonies. To Jefferson, England was no longer yielding political interests to those of 

commerce, and British corruption threatened American virtue. 

 Authors other than Montesquieu also influenced Jefferson’s ideas regarding political economy. 

Of the books Jefferson mentions in his letter to Skipwith, James Steuart’s Political Economy is one work 

that emphasizes legislative restraint with respect to economic regulation. In his third volume published 

in 1770, Steuart explains that, “if we find that the mass of a people gain, in general, more than they lose 

by paying taxes imposed with moderation and propriety, and still more if it appears that their ease and 

 
16 Baron de Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, Volume 1, trans. Thomas Nugent (New York: The Colonial 

Press, 1900), 318. 
17 Ibid., 321. 
18 Paul A. Rahe, “Forms of Government: Structure, Principle, Object, and Aim,” in Montesquieu’s Science of 

Politics: Essays on The Spirit of Laws, ed. David W. Carrithers, et al (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers, 2001), 95. 
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prosperity depend upon the levying and expending of such taxes; I think we may conclude, that all 

diminutions of them which hurt the interest of the greater body, are in general hurtful to the society.”19 

Jefferson not only read Steuart’s work, some of his own writings mirrored these sentiments. In his 

“Summary View of the Rights of British America” sent with Peyton Randolph to the First Continental 

Congress in 1774, Jefferson writes repeatedly of just principles in laws respecting manufacturing and 

commerce, demonstrating his understanding of proper legislative limitations. He points specifically to 

“the idea of parliamentary justice, and to shew with what moderation they are like to exercise power, 

where themselves are to feel no part of its weight.”20 Moderation did not mean that government did not 

play a role in economic regulation. In his discussion of the principles of supply and demand (which he 

also called work and demand), Steuart suggests that politicians remain participatory subjects in 

maintaining a balance. “When the work is proportioned to the demand,” he wrote, “the balance vibrates 

under the influence of double competition; trade and industry flourish: but as the operation of natural 

causes must destroy this equilibrium, the hand of a statesman becomes constantly necessary to preserve 

it.”21 What will be seen is that Jefferson did not question the role of statesmen in regulating commerce, 

but that he believed that, as it pertained to the colonies, that duty was assigned to her local 

representatives rather than Britain’s Parliament. His insistence on colonial responsibility over commercial 

regulation developed further as Parliament’s actions were increasingly viewed as the result of 

corruption. 

 While Jefferson was certainly influenced by the political economy discourse he encountered 

 
19 James Steuart, An Inquiry into the Principles of Political Oeconomy: Being an Essay on the Science of 

Domestic Policy in Free Nations, 3 Vols. (Dublin: James Williams, 1767-1770), III: 329. Jefferson also encountered 

ideas of limited government and the recognition of how certain principles of political economy affected a country’s 

liberty in the writings of Sir William Petty, another author from his list to Robert Skipwith. See Sir William Petty, 

Political Arithmetick (London: Robert Clavel … and Hen. Mortlock, 1690). 
20 TJ, “Draft of Instructions to the Virginia Delegates in the Continental Congress,” July 1774, in Papers of 

Thomas Jefferson, ed. Julian P. Boyd (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950), 124. 
21 James Steuart, An Inquiry into the Principles of Political Oeconomy: Being an Essay on the Science of 

Domestic Policy in Free Nations, 3 Vols. (Dublin: James Williams, 1767-1770), II: 65. 
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when reading these works, events in the colonies while he was still a student also accentuated the 

important role government bodies played with respect to commerce. While other American colonists 

protested the Sugar and Currency Acts of 1764, as well as the Stamp and Quartering Acts of 1765, 

Jefferson was silent on these developments in his letters. At least, no surviving letter of Jefferson’s exists 

from the latter half of 1764 until May 1766. How did Jefferson respond to the Acts at the time? Toward 

the end of his life, Jefferson recorded in his Autobiography, “when the famous Resolutions of 1765, 

against the Stamp-act, were proposed, I was yet a student of law in Williamsburg. I attended the debate, 

however, at the door of the lobby of the House of Burgesses, and heard the splendid display of Mr. 

Henry’s talents as a popular orator. They were great indeed; such as I have never heard from any other 

man.” Jefferson then refers the reader to William Wirt’s The Life of Patrick Henry, wherein were printed 

Jefferson’s own “recollections of these transactions.”22 In that work, we find Jefferson’s remark that “Mr. 

Henry certainly gave the first impulse to the ball of the revolution.”23 Jefferson’s memory of Patrick 

Henry’s oratory that day suggests that that impulse stimulated his own interests in politics and economic 

regulation. 

 The revolutionary impulse started by Henry was codified that day when Virginia passed its own 

resolutions against the Stamp Act. The third of those resolutions declared “that the Taxation of the 

People by themselves, or by Persons chosen by themselves to represent them, who can only know what 

Taxes the People are able to bear, or the easiest Method of raising them, and must themselves be 

affected by every Tax laid on the People, is the only Security against a burthensome Taxation, and the 

distinguishing Characteristick of British freedom, without which the ancient Constitution cannot exist.” 

Jefferson’s attendance at the House of Burgesses that day presented him with the political language that 

favored “internal policy and taxation” over Parliamentary encroachment, a fitting addition to the political 

 
22 Thomas Jefferson, “Autobiography,” in Thomas Jefferson: Writings, ed. Merrill D. Peterson (New York: Library 

of America, 1984), 5-6. 
23 Thomas Jefferson, quoted in William Wirt, The Life of Patrick Henry, Seventh Edition (New York: McElrath, 

Bangs, & Co., 1834), 59. 
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economy discourse he encountered in the next five years when he read Steuart’s ideas regarding 

parliamentary justice, moderation, and the role of statesmen over economic regulation.24 

 In addition to attending Virginia’s resolutions against the Stamp Act, Jefferson also viewed 

another state’s reaction the following year. In a letter he wrote to John Page while visiting Annapolis, 

Maryland in May 1766 on his trip northward to Philadelphia and New York, Jefferson provided his 

earliest recorded mention of political proceedings. Maryland’s Assembly was, at that time, in session, 

and Jefferson related a rather negative impression of its members, both in their appearance and 

conduct. According to Jefferson, the Assembly embodied “a noise and hubbub as you will usually 

observe at a publick meeting of the planters in Virginia.” He viewed their mode of entering resolutions 

with little esteem, but ended his account of Maryland’s legislature by pointing out that “the situation of 

this place is extremely beautiful, and very commodious for trade having a most secure port capable of 

receiving the largest vessels.” Is it merely a coincidence that Jefferson’s discussion of politics was 

followed by an observation of that region’s commercial capabilities? Later in the letter Jefferson 

mentioned also “the rejoicings here on the repeal of the stamp act,” but nothing else is said with respect 

to his reaction to England’s colonial governance.25 If he agreed with Henry’s assertion that the colonies 

had the right and responsibility of internal policymaking, his interest in Maryland’s local commercial 

prospects would have been important in the political economy discourse that insisted on statesmen 

being watchful over their region’s economy. Regardless of what he felt, he would soon enter politics 

himself, removing any possibility of remaining neutral on the issue of commercial regulation and 

taxation. 

 

 
24 “The Resolutions as Printed in The Journal of the House of Burgesses,” reprinted in Edmund S. Morgan, 

Prologue to Revolution: Sources and Documents on the Stamp Act Crisis, 1764-1766 (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 1959), 48. 
25 TJ to John Page, 25 May 1766, in Papers of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Julian P. Boyd (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1950), 20. 
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Jefferson, the Young Politician 

 When Jefferson was elected to Virginia’s House of Burgesses two years later in 1768, he 

immediately entered the discussion over the British Parliament’s right to raise revenue by taxing the 

colonies. Under the Revenue Act of 1767, the first of what later came to be known as the Townsend Acts, 

Parliament placed duties on certain imported goods, including tea, paper, and glass. Reception of the 

Townsend Acts in the colonies was as virulent as the response to the Stamp Act of 1765 had been.26 

Economic boycotts and non-importation agreements were drawn up from Boston to Philadelphia and 

into Virginia.27 On May 18, 1769, Jefferson, along with his colleagues in the House of Burgesses, signed 

Virginia’s Non-importation Resolutions, arguing that the Townsend Duties were “injurious to Property, 

and destructive to Liberty, … and is, of Consequence, ruinous to Trade.” While Jefferson did not write this 

particular bill, it is significant that this was one of his first participatory acts in politics: signing eight 

resolutions, the first of which resolved “that the Subscribers, as well by their own Example, as all other 

legal Ways and Means in their Power, will promote and encourage Industry and Frugality, and discourage 

all Manner of Luxury and Extravagance.”28 Jefferson was immediately placed in the statesmen’s role of 

promoting industry and trade and maintaining what Steuart called a “political balance” between work 

and demand.29 

 The second pledge of the non-importation resolutions addressed Virginians’ resolve to refuse 

the importation of certain goods, which was ultimately the prime focus of the bill. Not only did Jefferson 

 
26 Edmund and Helen Morgan give a detailed discussion of the importance of constitutional issues in the colonists’ 

rejection of the Stamp Act. Edmund S. Morgan and Helen M. Morgan, The Stamp Act Crisis: Prologue to Revolution 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1953). Some debate over Locke’s influence can be found in J.G.A. 

Pocock, Virtue, Commerce, and History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985). Pocock’s subject of 

commerce could have led to an analysis of political economy discourse on Jefferson; instead, he emphasizes 

Jefferson’s ideas of virtue. See also J.G.A. Pocock, “Virtue and Commerce in the Eighteenth Century,” Journal of 

Interdisciplinary History 3 (1972): 119-134. 
27 Bernard Knollenberg, Growth of the American Revolution, 1766-1775 (New York, 1975). 
28 “Virginia Nonimportation Resolutions, 1769,” May 17, 1769, in Papers of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Julian P. Boyd 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950), 28-29. 
29 James Steuart, An Inquiry into the Principles of Political Oeconomy: Being an Essay on the Science of 

Domestic Policy in Free Nations, 3 Vols. (Dublin: James Williams, 1767-1770), II: 65. 
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agree to this bill, as well as the non-importation association of the following year, he labored to follow its 

stipulations. Refusing certain imported goods was not easy, especially given that Jefferson was in the 

process of building his new home at Monticello during this time. In letters to Thomas Adams in 1771 

requesting the needed goods to complete his home, Jefferson’s anxiety over adhering to the association 

is apparent, but he remained true to the House’s encouragement of frugality.30 It should be noted that, 

by opening the discourse with a focus on industry and frugality over luxury and extravagance, Virginia’s 

House embraced the Enlightenment discourse of political economy which emphasized the importance of 

seeking virtue over opulence. As Montesquieu wrote, “that economy in the government which always 

attends the frugality of individuals is, if I may so express myself, the soul of its economical commerce.”31 

While commercial prosperity threatened individuals with greed, Enlightenment thinkers wondered if 

commerce could also benefit society in spreading wealth, liberty, and civilization. As Thomas Pangle 

explains, “Montesquieu’s teaching promises that with the spread of commerce and science, the virtue of 

humanity does and will slowly, yet almost inevitably, take the place of harsh inhumanity.”32 Any 

restriction or regulation of commerce, such as the importation duties in the Townsend Acts, could be 

viewed not only as aggression toward the colonists’ rights but also as an attack on their humanity. 

 Addressing the ideas that influenced the reaction of the colonists to the Townsend duties, 

intellectual historians and political scientists alike often point to Enlightenment thinkers whose writings 

addressed theories of natural rights, popular sovereignty, and constitutional government. Notably, 

political scientist Robert Webking explains that, “through the use of Montesquieu’s definition of liberty 

as a ‘tranquility of mind arising from the opinion which each man has of his own safety,’ Samuel Adams 

 
30 See TJ to Thomas Adams, Feb. 20, 1771, in Papers of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Julian P. Boyd (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1950), 61-62. See also TJ to Thomas Adams, June 1, 1771, in Papers of Thomas 

Jefferson, ed. Julian P. Boyd (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950), 71-72. 
31 Baron de Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, Volume 1, trans. Thomas Nugent (New York: The Colonial 

Press, 1900), 323. 
32 Thomas L. Pangle, The Theological Basis of Liberal Modernity in Montesquieu’s “Spirit of the Laws” 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010), 132. See also Pangle’s earlier work, Montesquieu’s Philosophy of 

Liberalism: A Commentary on The Spirit of the Laws (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973). 



13 

 

frequently pointed to the danger involved in Parliament’s assertion of absolute authority.” The danger 

was, according to Webking, that “if Parliament could do anything it chose to the colonists, then those 

colonists had no security whatever for their property or their liberty—they had no dependable latitude 

within which they might be in control of themselves.”33  

 Jefferson’s ideas were also consistent with this view of self-control and the threat of 

dehumanization. Webking suggests that Jefferson’s “problem with the actions of the British … was that 

they tended to prohibit to the Americans this opportunity to control themselves through decisions with 

their own minds. They tended to dehumanize the Americans. The pursuit of liberty is not primarily a 

pursuit of property but the pursuit of human dignity.”34 Nowhere in his book does Webking mention 

political economy, but this view of individual liberty and its connection to property was part of the 

political economy discourse of the Enlightenment. Also, while the economy of large portions of the 

American colonies, particularly in the south, relied on the institution of slavery, colonists now viewed 

Parliament’s restrictions on commerce as a form of forcing them into a type of slavery or bondage. 

 Perhaps most important at this point, with every additional act of Parliament, colonial legislative 

members sought to, as Jefferson notes in his Autobiography, “produce a unity of action” with all the 

other colonies. Jefferson explains further, “the next event which excited out sympathies for 

Massachusetts was the Boston port bill, by which that port was to be shut up on the 1st of June, 1774.”35 

Jefferson participated in the committee that drafted another bill of association decrying Britain’s actions 

and voicing Virginia’s solidarity with “our sister colony of Massachusetts Bay.” While the bill emphasized 

“the unconstitutional principle of taxing the colonies without their consent,” the language with respect 

to “stopping the harbour and commerce of the town of Boston” was particularly alarming. According to 

 
33 Robert H. Webking, The American Revolution and the Politics of Liberty (Louisiana State University Press, 

1988), 114-115. 
34 Ibid., 106. 
35 Thomas Jefferson, “Autobiography,” in Thomas Jefferson: Writings, ed. Merrill D. Peterson (New York: Library 

of America, 1984), 7. 
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Virginia’s resolution, this restriction on commerce “most violently and arbitrarily deprives them of their 

property, … which act is, in our opinion, a most dangerous attempt to destroy the constitutional liberty 

and rights of all North America.”36 Thus, liberty and the rights of all the colonies were tied directly to 

property and commercial regulation. 

 In the month after Virginia’s bill of association, delegates of all the colonies were called to the 

First Continental Congress where, for the first time, the rights of British America and her relationship to 

the mother country were discussed, debated, and eventually declared. As he writes in his autobiography, 

Jefferson proposed a draft for the delegates sent to the First Continental Congress wherein he “took the 

ground that, from the beginning, … the relation between Great Britain and these colonies was exactly 

the same as that of England and Scotland, after the accession of James, and until the union, and the 

same as her present relations with Hanover, having the same executive chief, but no other necessary 

political connection; and that our emigration from England to this country gave her no more rights over 

us, than the emigrations of the Danes and Saxons gave to the present authorities of the mother country, 

over England.” Apparently no one other than George Wythe agreed with this suggestion. According to 

Jefferson, others believed instead “that England had a right to regulate our commerce, and to lay duties 

on it for the purposes of regulation, but not of raising revenue.”37 As mentioned earlier, Jefferson did not 

question the political role in economic regulation, but he clearly believed that the right to regulate 

colonial commerce rested in the hands of the colonists themselves. 

 Although Jefferson’s ideas were not universally accepted, his draft was taken to the First 

Continental Congress and published as “A Summary View of the Rights of British America.” Herein, 

Jefferson claimed the rights of emigration, focusing primarily on sovereignty and commercial regulation. 
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He argued that: 

“having become valuable to Great Britain for her commercial purposes, his parliament was 

pleased to lend them assistance against an enemy who would fain have drawn to herself the 

benefits of their commerce to the great aggrandisement of herself and danger of Great Britain. 

Such assistance, and in such circumstances, they had often before given to Portugal and other 

allied states, with whom they carry on a commercial intercourse. Yet these states never 

supposed that, by calling in her aid, they thereby submitted themselves to her sovereignty.”38 

In Jefferson’s mind, the relationship between Britain and her colonies was one of commercial 

intercourse, and that the colonies maintained sovereignty over their own commercial regulation. 

 The confrontational nature of Jefferson’s “Summary View,” wherein he declared America’s 

sovereignty with an authoritative voice, reads almost as an early draft of the Declaration of 

Independence, but is also strongly influenced by Montesquieu’s political economy discourse. Jefferson 

linked commerce to natural laws, claiming “that the exercise of a free trade with all parts of the world, 

possessed by the American colonists as of natural right, and which no law of their own had taken away 

or abridged, was next the object of unjust incroachment.” Jefferson’s rhetoric mirrored Montesquieu’s 

thoughts “Of the Prohibition of Commerce” wherein the philosophe suggested that when a state is 

limited to “selling its manufactures only to a single nation,” such can only be appropriate “for nations 

whose slavery consists either in renouncing the use of those things which nature has given them, or in 

being obliged to submit to a disadvantageous commerce.”39 While Jefferson denounced Parliament’s 

attempt at prohibiting the colonies from trading with countries other than Great Britain, he also argued 

that this regulation was enough to prove Parliament’s tyranny. “History has informed us that bodies of 
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men as well as individuals are susceptible of the spirit of tyranny,” Jefferson argued, adding, “a view of 

these acts of parliament for regulation, as it has been affectedly called, of the American trade, if all other 

evidence were removed out of the case, would undeniably evince the truth of this observation.”40 Aside 

from any attempts at taxation without representation, Parliament’s actions with respect to American 

commerce were alone reprehensible.  

 As a young politician, Jefferson developed his ideas regarding the relationship between trade 

and the unalienable rights he would later espouse in the Declaration of Independence. Returning home 

at the end of July in 1774, Jefferson drafted the “Resolutions of the Freeholders of Albemarle County,” 

which declared “that these their natural and legal rights have in frequent instances been invaded by the 

parliament of Great Britain, and particularly that they were so by an act lately passed to take away the 

trade of the inhabitants of the town of Boston.” Standing resolute with his fellow citizens in Virginia and 

across the country, Jefferson argued “that all such assumptions of unlawful power are dangerous to the 

rights of the British empire in general, and should be considered as its common cause.” Along with John 

Walker, Jefferson was appointed a deputy on behalf of Albemarle County to uphold these resolutions at 

the Virginia Convention to be held in August of that year.41 

 Toward the end of the Virginia Convention, which lasted six days in August, resolutions were 

drawn up as in previous associations, and this time virtue took center stage. Before presenting the 

resolutions, the draft admonished “that the good People of this Colony may, on so trying an Occasion, 

continue stedfastly directed to their most essential Interests, in Hopes that they will be influenced and 

stimulated by our Example to the greatest Industry, the strictest Economy and Frugality, and the Exertion 

of every publick Virtue.” Not only did this vision conform to the political economy discourse of 
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Enlightenment thinkers by combining industry with frugality and virtue, as mentioned earlier with regard 

to Montesquieu in The Spirit of the Laws, the Virginia Association added that their actions were guided 

by patriotic enthusiasm. They were convinced that “the Merchants, Manufacturers, and other 

Inhabitants of Great Britain, and, above all, that the British Parliament will be convinced how much the 

true Interest of that Kingdom must depend on the Restoration and Continuance of that mutual 

Friendship and Cordiality which so happily subsisted between us.”42 This view of loyalty maintained 

through friendship and cordiality was also common in the discourse of Enlightenment thinkers in Europe 

who worried about maintaining a virtuous and patriotic citizenry under a system of commerce.43 

 Following 1774, revolutionary sentiment accelerated throughout the colonies, and particularly in 

Jefferson’s writings. His role in writing the “Summary View” led to a more prominent position in Virginia 

politics, and he became further involved in drafting resolutions in the House of Burgesses. These 

resolutions shaped his writing style and helped him develop and assert ideas regarding American rights. 

He eventually became one of the primary authors of resolutions of the Second Continental Congress 

which met intermittently from May 1775 to July 1776. While many delegates to Congress maintained 

their hope for reconciliation with Britain, it remains important to analyze those ideas and motivations 

which shaped the colonists’ resolve in 1776 to abandon further resolution, separate themselves from 

Britain, and create their own government. As such, it is pertinent to examine Jefferson’s move from 

young politician to revolutionary and author of the Declaration of Independence. 

Jefferson, the Revolutionary 

 In defining Jefferson as a revolutionary during the two years leading up to the Declaration of 

Independence, we mean to say that Jefferson’s writings began to delineate between the authority of 
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government in Britain and the rights of the colonies to govern themselves. During this time, Jefferson 

drafted numerous documents related to America’s rights, often drawing on the writings of 

Enlightenment thinkers. At about the same time Jefferson wrote the “Resolutions of the Freeholders of 

Albemarle County,” he also drafted a Declaration of Rights, which he prepared in advance of the Virginia 

Convention in August 1774. This document, in addition to Jefferson’s “Summary View” which was 

written about the same time, indicates Jefferson’s move from drafting not only resolutions but 

philosophical declarations of the people’s rights. He insisted that “the common rights of mankind” 

include being subject to laws by their own consent. “These their natural and legal rights,” Jefferson 

argued, “have in frequent instances been invaded by the parliament of Great Britain and particularly that 

they were so by an act lately passed to take away the trade of the inhabitants of the town of Boston in 

the province of Massachusetts bay.” Although Jefferson did not desire political independence from 

Britain, he insisted on the colonists’ right to keep legislative authority at home. In addition, this authority 

was particularly relevant with respect to economy and commerce, for Jefferson demanded a repeal “of 

the acts prohibiting or restraining internal manufactures in America, of the acts imposing on any 

commodities duties to be paid in America, and of the acts laying restrictions on the American trade.”44 

Jefferson was not necessarily claiming the right to “no taxation without representation” but, rather, no 

legislation without representation, and particularly economic legislation. Perhaps even more 

revolutionary an idea, however, was that the Parliament in Great Britain did not hold this legislative 

authority over the colonies in America.  

 Jefferson likely acquired some of his ideas regarding representation and the consent of the 

governed while reading John Locke’s treatises on government. As mentioned earlier, he esteemed these 

writings enough to recommend them to Robert Skipwith. Notably, Jefferson’s Declaration of Rights 
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shows that he was already assimilating Locke’s theories regarding the consent of the governed two years 

before the Declaration of Independence. In Locke’s second treatise, he wrote, “Men being, as has been 

said, by nature, all free, equal, and independent, no one can be put out of this estate, and subjected to 

the political power of another, without his own consent. The only way whereby any one divests himself 

of his natural liberty, and puts on the bonds of civil society, is by agreeing with other men to join and 

unite into a community for their comfortable, safe, and peaceable living one amongst another, in a 

secure enjoyment of their properties, and a greater security against any, that are not of it.”45 Again, 

Jefferson invoked this language in his letter to Skipwith when he wrote of the importance of becoming 

acquainted “with those commercial principles which bring wealth into our country, and the 

constitutional security we have for the enjoiment of that wealth.”46 In his Declaration of Rights, Jefferson 

argued that this constitutional security was in the consent of the governed, and that no consent had 

been given to Parliament in England. 

 Although scholars often point to the influence of Locke when discussing the American 

acceptance of political philosophies regarding the consent of the governed, Jefferson also became 

familiar with these ideas while reading the works of Sir William Petty. Regarding Petty, Ted McCormick 

writes, “no less an authority than Karl Marx thought him ‘the founder of political economy’, and 

economists and historians of economics still locate in Petty’s ‘political arithmetic’ the roots of the 

classical liberal economics of Adam Smith and David Ricardo.”47 In Petty’s foremost work, Political 

Arithmetic, which was included in Jefferson’s list to Skipwith, his concern over local representation in 
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Parliament is evident. When considering the relationship between England, Ireland, and Scotland, for 

instance, Petty asked, “May not the three Kingdoms be United in one, and equally represented in 

Parliament?”48 In an earlier tract on “The Political Anatomy of Ireland,” Petty wrote, “that if both 

kingdoms now two, were put into one and under one legislative power and Parliament, the members 

whereof should be in the same proportion that the power and wealth of each nation are.” By granting 

Ireland evenhanded representation in Parliament, Petty believed “there would be no danger such a 

Parliament should do anything to the prejudice of the English interest in Ireland; nor could the Irish ever 

complain of partiality, when they shall be freely and proportionably represented in all Legislatures.”49 To 

Jefferson, without proportional representation in Parliament, he and his American counterparts had 

reason to complain of partiality. 

 As he would record later when writing the Declaration of Independence, in his “Summary View 

of the Rights of British America” Jefferson outlined the colonists’ complaints to the British king. 

According to Jefferson, these were “complaints which are excited by many unwarrantable incroachments 

and usurpations, attempted to be made by the legislature of one part of the empire, upon those rights 

which god and the laws have given equally and independently to all.”50 By limiting Britain’s Parliament to 

the authority over “one part of the empire,” Jefferson bypassed Petty’s suggestion for proportionate 

representation in Parliament. Nevertheless, his view of the American colonies as separated from Great 

Britain was similar to the historical relationship between England, Scotland, and Ireland. It should be 

remembered that, as stated earlier, Jefferson believed “that, from the beginning, … the relation between 

Great Britain and these colonies was exactly the same as that of England and Scotland, after the 

accession of James, and until the union, and the same as her present relations with Hanover, having the 
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same executive chief, but no other necessary political connection.”51 When he wrote this in his 

autobiography, Jefferson elucidated further that he was interested in the authority to regulate 

commerce. Surely his reading of Petty led Jefferson to consider Britain’s political connections and her 

commercial authority with respect to her colonies in light of her connection to Scotland and Ireland prior 

to the Acts of Union.  

 The language Jefferson used in presenting the colonies’ grievances is reminiscent not only of 

Petty’s theories regarding representation and Britain’s relationship to her peripheral territories, but also 

the ideas of monarchical authority found in the work of another Enlightenment thinker listed in 

Jefferson’s letter to Skipwith: Algernon Sidney. For instance, Jefferson writes in his “Summary View” that 

“his majesty will think we have reason to expect when he reflects that he is no more than the chief 

officer of the people, appointed by the laws, and circumscribed with definite powers, to assist in working 

the great machine of government erected for their use, and consequently subject to their 

superintendence.”52 Subjecting the king to a position “no more than the chief officer,” Jefferson mirrored 

Sidney’s desire in his Discourses Concerning Government that “all the kings of the world … acknowledge 

they had received their crowns by the consent of willing nations.”53 Sidney was beheaded under 

suspicion of treason, with his own Discourses used as a witness against him, so Jefferson’s 

recommendation of his writings on government in his letter to Skipwith shows his real commitment to 

Sidney’s political theories. 

 Notably, when writing about representation and the consent of the governed, Jefferson simply 

continued the discussion in the political economy discourse of his time. After listing the colonies’ 
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grievances, Jefferson concluded his “Summary View” by invoking the “laws of nature”, reminding the 

Crown that “kings are the servants, not the proprietors of the people.” Before turning to his discussion of 

those economic principles that should be followed, Jefferson first confirmed America’s loyalty to the 

British Empire by saying that “it is neither our wish nor our interest to separate from her.” Jefferson 

invited Britain’s leaders to “name their terms, but let them be just. Accept of every commercial 

preference it is in our power to give for such things as we can raise for their use, or they make for ours. 

But let them not think to exclude us from going to other markets, to dispose of those commodities which 

they cannot use, nor to supply those wants which they cannot supply. Still less let it be proposed that 

our properties within our own territories shall be taxed or regulated by any power on earth but our 

own.”54 Herein, Jefferson rested appropriate commercial legislation not only on the “laws of nature” but 

also on principles of reason. He granted England her role in naming certain terms, but demanded the 

colonies their rights to free commerce and local representation. 

 Jefferson’s focus on economic principles at the end of his “Summary View” was not a desertion 

of Sidney’s principles on government, either. In addition to Sidney’s views regarding monarchical 

authority, he also wrote on what he perceived as guiding principles in the best form of government, 

principles commonly found in the political economy discourse of the Enlightenment. Sidney argued “that 

government is evidently the best, which, not relying upon what it does at first enjoy, seeks to increase 

the number, strength, and riches of the people; and by the best discipline to bring the power so 

improved into such order as may be most use to the public. This comprehends all things conducing to 

the administration of justice, the preservation of domestic peace, and the increase of commerce, that 

the people being pleased with their present condition, may be filled with love to their country, 
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encouraged to fight boldly for the public cause, which is their own.”55 It is noteworthy that Sidney links 

the political goals of improving the people’s prospects of wealth and increasing commerce to a 

patriotism where the people are not only satisfied but filled with love for their country. Patriotism and 

love for country were regularly discussed in the political economy discourse of Enlightenment thinkers, 

particularly in their concerns over whether commerce led men to seek wealth for their own well-being 

rather than for the state.  

 Since the American colonists’ grievances were largely voiced against excessive commercial 

regulation, according to the pattern found in the Enlightenment’s political economy discourse, any 

complaints needed to reiterate a patriotic sentiment. Jefferson was well aware of the importance of 

patriotic confirmation, and he often voiced his and the colonies’ love for the British Empire. In addition 

to what was mentioned earlier, after proposing the colonies’ economic demands in the last paragraph of 

his “Summary View,” Jefferson then provided “our last, our determined resolution,” verifying the 

colonists’ allegiance to their country. He promised that “to quiet the minds of your subjects in British 

America against any apprehensions of future incroachment, to establish fraternal love and harmony 

thro’ the whole empire, and that that may continue to the latest ages of time, is the fervent prayer of all 

British America.”56 Until the Declaration of Independence was signed in 1776, the colonists continued to 

maintain their allegiance and love toward the Empire.  

 Though the First Continental Congress did not adopt Jefferson’s “Summary View” in 1774, and 

Jefferson was not one of the officially appointed deputies from Virginia, the language of their association 

still followed the traditional political economy discourse of the Enlightenment. They met not as 
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revolutionaries but as “his Majesty’s most dutiful and loyal Subjects.” Their goal was “to obtain redress 

of these Grievances, which threaten Destruction to the Lives, Liberty, and Property, of his Majesty’s 

Subjects in North America.” In order to obtain a restoration of their natural rights, the colonies drew 

upon the central principles of the Enlightenment’s political economy discourse, uniting “under the 

sacred Ties of Virtue, Honour, and Love of our Country.”57 The resolutions of the Continental Association 

of 1774 comprised of a total economic boycott against Britain’s commercial interests until Parliament’s 

acts were repealed. Although Jefferson served in a minor role during the First Continental Congress, he 

labored to follow the stipulations of the Association, and aided in drafting a resolution in March 1775 

regarding New York’s adherence to the Articles of Association. The Second Continental Congress was 

scheduled to meet, and Jefferson and his colleagues desired to know whether New York’s 

representatives “by any vote or votes whatsoever have deserted the Union with the other American 

Colonies formed in General Congress for the preservation of their just rights.”58 In order to preserve their 

rights, Jefferson believed that the colonies needed to remain united in purpose. This union of interests 

was particularly important if the Continental Association’s boycott against Britain’s commerce was to be 

effective. 

 At the time, the threat of further hostilities with Britain was increasing as was Jefferson’s role in 

Virginia’s House and, although it may seem the colonists were moving closer toward war and revolution, 

Virginia’s leaders moved carefully and rationally. In addition to drafting resolutions, like the one above, 

Jefferson served on various commissions, including the committee organized to plan for the arming of a 

militia in preparation for Virginia’s defense.59 He also served on the committee appointed to consider 
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whether the King maintained the right to grant lands in the colony.60 These positions allowed Jefferson to 

work with other notable Virginians, including Patrick Henry and George Wythe. While both of these 

committees point to a growing tension between Britain and her colonies, throughout this time, Jefferson 

was also involved in procuring books and public papers relating to America’s history to “contribute to the 

information of all those concerned in the administration of government.”61 Jefferson’s search for those 

papers explaining the ways in which Britain’s King and Parliament had acted with respect to the colonies 

is evidence of his desire that Virginia follow legal and legitimate procedures in their complaints, 

resolutions, and associations. 

 Meanwhile, the war had already begun with the first military engagement at Lexington and 

Concord on April 19, 1775. Having heard of the battle, Jefferson wrote a letter to his former professor, 

William Small, who had returned to England in 1764. Not know that Small passed away in February 1775, 

Jefferson desired to renew his friendship, wishing him well and sending a gift of wine from the 

Portuguese islands of Madeira. Despite his desire simply to express his friendship, Jefferson tangentially 

moved in his letter to “the unhappy news of an action of considerable magnitude between the king’s 

troops and our brethren of Boston.” At this point, Jefferson could not refrain from “getting into politics,” 

continuing his letter with his own lament that “this accident has cut off our last hopes of reconciliation, 

and a phrenzy or revenge seems to have seized all ranks of people.” Later in the letter, Jefferson asked a 

question which speaks to the revolutionary heart of conflict. “Can it be beleived that a grateful people 

will suffer those to be consigned to execution whose sole crime has been the developing and asserting 

their rights?”62 Jefferson’s language reflects that his belief in universal or natural rights was “developing” 
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as the colonists considered Parliament’s acts.  

 In addition to increasing their understanding of rights, the colonists also continued to see the 

conflict as a divergence between American virtue and British corruption. Before ending his remarks on 

politics in his letter to Small, Jefferson concluded by arguing that “the dignity of parliament it seems can 

brook no opposition to it’s power. Strange that a set of men who have made sale of their virtue to the 

minister should yet talk of retaining dignity!”63 To Jefferson and his revolutionary counterparts, it was 

Parliament’s actions that exemplified Britain’s loss of dignity and virtue. The violence that erupted in 

Massachusetts that year may have destroyed any hope of resolution, but that was merely an “accident” 

while Parliament’s actions were determined. In response, as we learn in a letter Jefferson wrote to 

Francis Eppes, Congress dispatched George Washington in June as “Generalissimo of all the Provincial 

troops in North-America.” In addition, Congress also “directed 20,000 men to be raised and hope by a 

vigorous campaign to dispose our enemies to treaty.”64 Even at the outbreak of war, colonial leaders 

maintained the virtuous goal of reconciliation with Britain. 

 Although Jefferson’s letter to Small suggests that resolution with Britain was no longer possible, 

he and other members of the Second Continental Congress continued to search for measures that would 

establish reconciliation. On July 31, 1775, Congress passed resolutions in response to Lord North’s 

conciliatory propositions offered earlier that year. Taking his place as a leading figure of the Second 

Continental Congress, Jefferson drafted the resolutions, declaring that “it is not just that the colonies 

should be required to oblige themselves to other contributions, while Great Britain possesses a 

monopoly of their trade. This of itself lays them under heavy contribution. To demand therefore, 

additional aids in the form of a tax, is to demand the double of their equal proportion, if we are to 

contribute equally with the other parts of the empire, let us equally with them enjoy free commerce 
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with the whole world.”65 The principles of political economy in this resolution are evident. Also, in his 

original draft of this resolution, Jefferson wrote the last line a little differently, adding that the colonists 

desired to “enjoy with them equal rights of free commerce with the whole world.”66 Free commerce and 

free trade were watchwords just as important as and perhaps even more significant in Jefferson’s mind 

than the slogan “no taxation without representation.” More importantly, free trade was considered 

necessary if the colonies were to enjoy their “equal rights” with the rest of Britain’s citizens.  

 The idea of free commerce was, itself, important in the political economy discourse of the 

Enlightenment, and Jefferson encountered this discourse in Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws. In the 

debate between commerce and customs, Montesquieu explained that both are conducted “with a view 

to the advantage of the state. … Hence it becomes necessary that the state should be neutral between 

its customs and its commerce, that neither of these two interferes with the other, and then the 

inhabitants enjoy a free commerce.”67 To Jefferson and his colleagues in Congress, Britain’s duties on 

American commerce were excessive and unjustified. Nevertheless, so long as Parliament was willing to 

end the restrictions on trade, repeal its acts against American commerce, and remove Britain’s armies 

from the colonies, reconciliation was still possible. Jefferson wrote in an early draft of the Declaration of 

the Causes and Necessity for Taking Up Arms, “not to disquiet the minds of our good fellow subjects in 

all parts of the empire, we do further assure them that we mean not in any wise to affect that union 

with them in which we have so long & so happily lived & which we wish so much to see again 

restored.”68 Jefferson repeated this desire in his letter to John Randolph on August 25, 1775, wherein he 

expressed his desires for “a restoration of our just rights [and] … a return of the happy period when, 
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consistently with duty, I may withdraw myself totally from the public stage and pass the rest of my days 

in domestic ease and tranquillity, banishing every desire of afterwards even hearing what passes in the 

world.”69 Jefferson’s desire to leave politics and live a tranquil life leads to questions regarding the 

influence of the Revolution on his future plans. Indeed, as the war intensified into 1776, Jefferson 

became not only a revolutionary but an established statesman, scholar, and nation-builder.  

 For the rest of 1775 and into 1776, Jefferson spent much of his time with the Second Continental 

Congress, often returning to Virginia to deal with state matters. By the summer of 1776, hopes for 

reconciliation with Britain had finally died, and Jefferson was called upon to draft certain documents 

related to Virginia’s government. In either late May or early June of that year, Jefferson wrote three 

drafts of a constitution for Virginia, marking his shift from outlining resolutions to drafting “fundamental 

laws and principles of government.” While the Virginia Convention did not adopt any of Jefferson’s 

constitutional drafts, there is evidence that some of his principles of government were incorporated into 

the final state constitution. Regardless of what was implemented, Jefferson’s drafts provide a glimpse 

into his own practical application of the principles he accepted from his reading of the political economy 

discourse of the Enlightenment. In his first and third drafts, Jefferson started the documents by listing 

grievances against the king, much like his earlier writings. These lists included many of the complaints 

already mentioned in previous documents, including those concerning the restrictions on free trade and 

the lack of legitimate representation. Additional complaints were also added, and the complete list 

served as a precursor to the list of accusations against the king in the Declaration of Independence. 

Britain’s actions were labeled as tyrannical, and the main portions of all three drafts dealt with the 

separation of powers between executive, legislative, and judicial offices, all of which required oaths of 

fidelity to the state. Also, in all of his drafts the state legislature was granted the authority “of coining 

 
69 TJ to John Randolph, Aug. 25, 1775, in Papers of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Julian P. Boyd (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1950), 241. 
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monies or regulating their value, of regulating weights and measures, … [and] of laying embargoes, or 

prohibiting the exportation of any commodity for a longer space than [40] days.”70 With respect to other 

possible actions of commercial regulation, Jefferson remained silent. His silence is itself significant, 

indicating Jefferson’s dedication to Petty’s laissez-faire philosophy in relation to government interference 

in the economy. Indeed, by this time Jefferson likely agreed with Petty’s argument that “too many 

Matters have been regulated by Laws, which Nature, long Custom, and general Consent, ought only to 

have governed.”71 Indeed, Jefferson’s drafts followed these principles in leaving those areas not 

discussed to previous laws and allowing changes to the constitution by the consent of the people. 

 Many of Jefferson’s ideas as well as the terminology he used were incorporated into the adopted 

Virginia Constitution, but he was unable to attend for most of Virginia’s Convention as he was required 

to return to the Continental Congress where the colonies united to declare their independence once and 

for all. In his notes of the Congress’ proceedings, we find that Jefferson and his colleagues believed that 

American independence was intrinsically linked to political economy and the rights of free commerce. 

Jefferson writes that it was argued “that as to the people or parliament of England, we had alwais been 

independant of them, their restraints on our trade deriving efficacy from our acquiescence only & not 

from any rights they possessed of imposing them, & that so far our connection had been federal only, & 

was now dissolved by the commencement of hostilities.”72 As mentioned earlier, to Jefferson, restraints 

and excessive regulation on commerce were reason enough to show Parliament’s descent into tyranny 

and corruption. Still, the political economy discourse of the Enlightenment maintained the importance of 

virtue and patriotism. Until the summer of 1776, the colonists’ resolutions and associations added to the 

 
70 “The Virginia Constitution, Third Draft by Jefferson,” Jun. 1776 , in Papers of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Julian P. 

Boyd (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950), 1: 357-360. Although the sections quoted here are from the 

third draft, the same principles are found in the other two drafts as well, only sometimes with slight variation. 
71 Sir William Petty, Political Arithmetick (London: Robert Clavel … and Hen. Mortlock, 1690), a2. 
72 TJ, “Notes of Proceedings in the Constitutional Congress,” 7 June-1 Aug. 1776 , in Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 

ed. Julian P. Boyd (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950), 1:311. Note that this reference was, according to 

Jefferson, discussed “by J. Adams, Lee, Wythe and others.” 
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political economy discourse of the Enlightenment. This discourse could have continued as legislatures in 

Britain and her colonies debated their respective roles in promoting industry, frugality, and virtue, 

regulating commerce, and determining proper representation. However, as Jefferson noted, “the 

commencement of hostilities” dissolved what to him were any remaining political connections between 

Britain and America. 

 To Jefferson, Britain’s continuation of the war, and particularly the king’s refusal to protect the 

rights of the colonists to self-representation and self-regulation, required that the colonists abandon 

hope of reconciliation and officially declare their independence. Although not everyone fully agreed that 

independence was necessary, it was, as Jefferson believed, “necessary to lose no time in opening a trade 

for our people, who will want clothes, and will want money too for the paiment of taxes.”73 Jefferson 

served alongside Benjamin Franklin, Roger Sherman, John Adams, and Robert Livingston on the 

committee assigned to drafting a declaration of independence, and that committee gave the task to 

Jefferson to prepare it.  

 Jefferson’s writing of the Declaration of Independence followed many of the principles and ideas 

he encountered in the political economy discourse of the Enlightenment. The Declaration opened by 

“assum[ing] among the powers of the earth the separate & equal station to which the laws of nature and 

of nature’s god entitle them.”74 These “laws of nature” were discussed in the opening pages of 

Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws.75 In addition, Algernon Sidney declared in his final words “that God 

had left nations to the liberty of setting up such governments as best pleased themselves.”76 Jefferson 

 
73 TJ, “Notes of Proceedings in the Constitutional Congress,” 7 June-1 Aug. 1776 , in Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 
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74 TJ, “Notes of Proceedings in the Constitutional Congress,” 7 June-1 Aug. 1776 , in Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 

ed. Julian P. Boyd (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950), 1:315. 
75 Baron de Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, Volume 1, trans. Thomas Nugent (New York: The Colonial 
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76 Algernon Sidney, Discourses Concerning Government, 2 Volumes (Edingburgh: G. Hamilton and J. Balfour, 
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followed this claim to the powers of the earth with philosophical “truths to be self-evident.” He derived 

his claim that “all men are created equal” from The Spirit of the Laws’ discussion of nature, wherein 

Montesquieu wrote that, “in the state of nature, indeed, all men are born equal, but they cannot 

continue in this equality. Society makes them lose it, and they recover it only by the protection of the 

laws.”77 Jefferson and his colonial colleagues justified declaring independence because the king had 

removed this protection by allowing Britain’s Parliament to encroach upon the colonists’ right to “life, 

liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” These rights were connected to Jefferson’s reading of Political 

Arithmetick, wherein Petty argued this political economy discourse would “shew the great effect of 

Unity, industry, and obedience, in order to the Common Safety, and each Man’s particular happiness.”78 

Jefferson and his American counterparts repeatedly asked the king to redress Parlaiment’s wrongs under 

their commercial restrictions and duties, and his refusal to do so led Jefferson to declare the colonies’ 

right “to institute new government, laying it’s foundation on such principles, & organising it’s powers in 

such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety & happiness.” This was the goal of the 

political economy discourse of the Enlightenment, and Jefferson’s reading of the works found in this 

discourse inevitably led him from student, to politician, and eventually to revolutionary. 

Conclusion 

 When Jefferson sent his private library of books to the Library of Congress in 1815, he included 

his own handwritten catalog which organized the books according to categories and their respective sub-

categories. The section on “Politics” was included under Jefferson’s category of Philosophy, and herein 

Jefferson divided works according to four subcategories: “1. France: Monarchical, revolutionary, imperial, 

her Colonies; 2. England: Constitution, Parliament, dependancies; 3. United States: Colonial, 

 
77 Baron de Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, Volume 1, trans. Thomas Nugent (New York: The Colonial 
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Revolutionary, re-constituted, States; 4. Political economy: General, statistics, commerce, finance.”79 Of 

these four categories, political economy is the only topic not connected to a specific nation or type of 

government, because it applies to all political systems. The discourse of political economy among 

Enlightenment thinkers played a significant role in Jefferson’s developing ideas as a student at William 

and Mary, during his earliest years as a politician, and as a revolutionary seeking American 

independence. Although scholars often debate between economic and ideological interpretations of the 

American Revolution, to Jefferson, ideas of natural and constitutional rights, the role of government in 

regulating production and commerce, and the importance of virtue, humanity, and patriotism, were all 

connected to individual and national economic interests. In the political economy discourse of the 

Enlightenment, of which he was a participant, Jefferson linked the laws of nature to certain economic 

principles. In response to Britain’s violations of these principles, Jefferson and his American counterparts 

united in seeking resolution. Once violence erupted, however, reconciliation was impossible; and 

Jefferson and his colleagues sealed their fate by declaring independence, while at the same time creating 

a new nation based on the political economy principles of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. 
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Future Plans 

 Currently, I plan to continue my research by studying further the writings of Marmontel’s 

Belasarius, Lord Bolingbroke’s Political Works, and Montesquieu’s Rise and Fall of the Roman 

Government. These are the other works in Jefferson’s letter to Skipwith that I simply have not had the 

time to research this semester, though I do think it would be helpful to incorporate them in the final 

work. I am also considering doing an-depth analysis into the changes between drafts of Jefferson’s 

Declaration of Independence, though I am not certain this will yield any fruit. Also, my final section on 

“Jefferson, the Revolutionary,” is the longest of the three sections, which is appropriate considering the 

focus of the paper, though I may look to revising the previous two sections looking for additional sources 

to discuss. 

 In terms of possible journals to submit the final work, I am considering the Journal of Intellectual 

History and Political Thought, Intellectual History Review, and Journal of the History of Ideas. In terms of 

conferences, I have already presented my preliminary results at the Midwest Political Science Association 

Conference, and hope to present the final work either at the Graduate Conference in the History of 

Political Thought, or perhaps the International Society for Intellectual History Conference.  

 


