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Summary .
Thomas Jefferson and the Majority
Tadashige Shimizu

Thomas Jefferson’s human nature theory supposes that the moral sense (ie. conscience)
implanted in the individual heart is directed to communal good and to bring about social benefits.
So great importance is attached to whether one acted according to the dictates of conscience. In a
letter to P. Carr, Jefferson says that “you are answerable not for the rightness but uprightness of
the decision.” Here he lays more stress on the pure motive than the consequences and he believes
good intentions always produce good social results. This stand can be defined as a typical heart
ethics, which are not the ethics of a statesman but rather those of a moralist or priest. Jefferson,
however, does bring this ethics into politics and addresses George III in the “Summary View of the
Rights of British America” that “The whole art of government consists in the art of being honest.
Only aim to do your duty, and mankind will give you credit where you fail.” From a practical
viewpoint of politics, we should say that the statesman always bears the responsibility for results
and cannot be acquitted for failure because of his pure motive or good intention. ‘

According to Jefferson, the moral sense also argues and works upon not only the individual
person, but also a mass of people to act conscientiously. He writes to W. Findley “it is rare that the
public sentiment decides immorally or unwisely, and the individual who differs from it ought to
distrust and examine well his own opinion.” In this idea, the majority is deemed to represent the
communal good and the minority is frequently regarded as heretic. If the moral sense is the social
norm, and if one lacks this norm and performs acts that deviate from it, he should inevitably be
considered as a heretic, i.e., a mentally deformed and socially unqualified person. For this reason,
he could not accept and develop a defense theory for the minority’s interests and rights. We know
that Jacksonian democracy was attended by the “tyranny of the majority.” Jeffersonian theory
contains no effective preventative for this type of majority abuse and we can say that such a

tyranny is one of the legacies of Jeffersonian democratic theory.
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