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Abstract: Thomas Jefferson considered Native Americans to be a race on the way to extinction,
with their individual members still redeemable through assimilation. One reason for his view
was that he regarded them as people living in misery and hence offered them the opportunity to
improve their conditions by adopting white European ways of subsistence. In this paper, I hope
to show that a major factor in his design for the process was his conception of the pursuit of
happiness, most memorably articulated in his Declaration of Independence, which he presumed
to apply to all human beings. His plan to assimilate the indigenous people of the United States
was also informed by his more generalizing vision of womanhood and manhood, rooted in
sentimental conceptions of personal relations. Nonetheless, I also assert that his paternalistic
application of the concept in the case of Native Americans led to its practical violation.
Jefferson’s imposition of his white republican ideal on Native Americans, replacing traditional
gender roles for male heads of their families as well as for women, ultimately led to the
obliteration of Native cultures.
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Although rarely discussed by scholarship, the idea of happiness constituted a substantial part of
Thomas Jefferson’s thought, either in an overt or in a covert manner. He thought it to be “the
aim of life” (Jefferson to William Short, October 31, 1819, in Jefferson 1977, 567), and in the
broader Jeffersonian universe, it assumed several aspects ranging from the “material” to the
“spiritual,” the “domestic,” and the “moral” (Zuochang 1999, 301). Perhaps in its best-known
form, it appears as one of the “inalienable rights” in the Declaration of Independence drafted
by him. Furthermore, it also informed his ideas about the education of the individual self,
promoting their happiness. (“Declaration of Independence” in Jefferson 1977, 236-41;
Schlesinger 1964; Zuochang 1999; “Report of the Commissioners for the University of
Virginia” in Jefferson 1977, 335, 337).

Such an orientation might suggest a pluralistic vision on the part of Jefferson, who thought
happiness to be an individual concern and would thus depend on individual choice. However,
a closer look at his application of the principle will reveal a homogenizing tendency, and one
peculiar case demonstrating it could be his attitude toward Native Americans and their
acculturation under white paternalistic guidance. Consequently, in this essay, [ will address the
question of Jefferson’s understanding of happiness pertaining to Native Americans of his time,
as well as its problematic aspects derived from his misunderstanding of their cultures. I am
going to argue that his project for saving Natives from extinction through assimilation was
ultimately aimed at making them suitable for pursuing happiness in the best possible way
Jefferson imagined, that is, through adapting white ways of subsistence. His recipe for
happiness for Natives, however, thus ignored the material conditions necessary for the survival
of indigenous cultures in North America. As will be seen, Jefferson held the material aspect of
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happiness for Natives of primary importance, ignoring others, implying that the rest would
come together with the first.

The subject of happiness in Jefferson’s oeuvre has been addressed as a general concept, with
no differentiation among various groups of people (cf. Oakes 2002; Zhouchang 1999). Thus,
no attempt has been made to see how he envisaged it in the case of Natives. Furthermore,
literature dealing with Jefferson’s understanding of indigenous cultures in the United States, as
well as his plans for their assimilation, has ignored the connection between these people’s fate
and his own understanding of what happiness should consist of for them (cf. Sheehan 1973;
Wallace, 1999; Bergeron 2017; Hellenbrand 1985; Keller 2000; Onuf 1999; Owens 2002; Sayre
2009).

For a starting point, one can agree with historian James Oakes, who has claimed that two broad
systems of philosophical treatment of happiness characterized Jefferson’s thought in general:
the Enlightenment version and the Romantic one. The former held that people could achieve
happiness within society, in their relation to others, making its pursuit conditional upon limiting
the power of government so as to prevent it from taking away the products of their labor as an
infringement upon their right to pursue happiness. By contrast, the Romantic view held that
individuals could feel happy only when unrestrained by society, being their natural selves;
society would prevent them from realizing their original, natural selves and thus enjoying
happiness. Such an understanding of the natural origin of happiness came to be realized in
Jefferson’s promoting farming as an ideal economic activity because of its strong connection
with nature and the yeoman farmer as the happiest human on earth (Oakes 2002, 224-225).
Agriculture proved to be the most productive activity for him through which all the various
aspects of happiness—spiritual, material, domestic, or moral—would merge and be fulfilled
(Zuochang 1999, 301-302).

The Enlightenment version of happiness was articulated in the Declaration of Independence
and promoted it as an “inalienable” right and hence to be regarded as immune to government
intervention. Moreover, it was to be protected by the government. In other words, this version
of happiness was understood as a clear denial of government activism in the pursuit of
individual happiness. By contrast, the Romantic version did allow for the role of government
in the process. The contrast between evil society and virtuous nature, and farming as a virtuous
activity for every human being committed to such an ideal, was, paradoxically, connected with
government as an agent facilitating the condition for the Romantic version of happiness.
Jefferson himself, as president in his first term, hoped to create such conditions for Americans
to pursue this ideal embedded in nature through the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, adding a
sizable portion of arable land for American farmers interested in the pursuit of happiness in the
West.

As will be seen in connection with Natives, Jefferson employed the Romantic conception of
happiness when requiring them to become assimilated into white American society.
Nonetheless, as a violation of the nonintervention part of his argument, he assigned an active
role to the government in making Indians happy farmers. Such a Romantic, natural conception
of happiness, at the same time, was incongruent with Jefferson’s broad, general vision of Native
American cultures and was based on an ambiguous assessment of their level of cultural
development. On the one hand, he considered them “natural republicans” (Onuf 2000, 19), that
is to say, people living within political structures of self-government with the minimal degree
of control over the individual, also belonging to the species “Homo Sapiens Europaeus”
(Jefterson 1984, 187; Onuf 2000, 25).

46



Jefferson found the societies of Native Americans superior to those of European nations.
Although occupying a higher degree of civilization than the Indians of America, the latter live
under laws and government exerting unjustified power over them. The indigenous people of
the New World, however, live in small societies and hence need no laws or government to
maintain order. Instead of “coercion,” they rely on the moral sense in restraining individuals.
According to him, this is the reason why they have a low crime rate among themselves and are
“happier” than their European counterparts (Jefferson 1977, 134). On the other hand, he also
considered them underdeveloped in their way of living compared to European white Americans,
posing an obstacle to their moving ahead (Grinde 1999, 195, 208), and he also argued for their
status being the result of environmental factors and not inherent traits of the race (Boulton
1991).

The reason that Jefferson associated farming with happiness and Natives with unhappiness lay
in his general view of human historical development, rooted in general Enlightenment
philosophy. According to the stadial theory of human development, fully developed by Scottish
thinkers, human societies would necessarily undergo four stages of advancement based on
different ways of subsistence. These stages follow each other in chronological order. The first
and least developed one is the hunter-gatherer stage, the second being the pastoral one, with
people feeding on domesticated animals, living a nomadic lifestyle. Human societies tend to
reach the next stage, which means farming, and it was believed by Jefferson to be the most
desirable form of subsistence. The highest form of stadial development consisted in the
commercial stage of society, also signaling manufacturing as the predominant form of
economic activity (Meek 1976, 2—6, 99—-126, 162—74). Nonetheless, Jefferson also understood
them as subjects of broader historical processes related to the spatial movement of white
European civilization in the West. As he explored his vision to William Ludlow late in his life:
“Let a philosophic observer commence a journey from the savages of the Rocky Mountains,
eastwardly towards our seacoast . . . There he would observe in the earliest stage of association
living under no law but that of nature, subsisting and covering themselves with the flesh and
skins of wild beasts” (September 6, 1824, Jefferson 1977, 583).

He, then, perceived Native Americans as a people representing the first and thus the least
developed cultural stage in the geographical and chronological advancement of civilization;
thus, they were doomed to be replaced by later and more advanced representatives of
civilizational development. As Jefferson maintained: “Barbarism has . . . been receding before
the steady step of amelioration; and will in time, I trust, disappear from the earth” (583). As a
result, Indians were either to be swept over by the tide of civilization and become extinct as a
nation or would survive only as individuals, losing their “savage” culture. Cultural death was
the price that they were to pay for their physical survival, Jefferson thought, but, one should
add immediately, he also connected that survival with the possibility of greater happiness for
them. At the same time, Jefferson associated countries such as Britain, which had reached the
highest stage of social and economic development, with most of their populations engaged in
commercial and industrial activities. Yet, such societies, he argued, were also characterized by
the corruption of morals, dependence, and poverty (Peterson 1977, 217; McCoy 1980, 19-20,
185-87). He argued, then, that too much of civilization would lead to a generation inimical to
the generation of happiness in a nation. Americans, however, were at the ideal stage of farming
as a basic form of subsistence, sustaining themselves in a morally acceptable manner (Jefferson

1977, 216-217).
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Jefferson’s perception of Native American cultures was in part inspired by his nationalism,
which he articulated at length in his Notes on the State of Virginia (1781). He designed the work
to provide an informed insider’s view of his own state and, through that, that of the USA for
Frangois, marquis de Barbé-Marbois, a French aristocrat with an interest in the New World. A
considerable amount of Jefferson’s effort in the work was devoted to refuting claims that the
American continent was inferior to the Old World, as articulated primarily by Georges-Louis
Leclerc, Comte de Buffon. The Frenchmen provided a strong critique of the New World,
comprising, among others, presumptions about the climate of the place that he found inimical
to vegetation in general and human life in particular. His major claim was the adverse nature of
the climate of the American continent, owing to its being cold and moist, since such conditions
fail to promote growth. One consequence of this, according to Buffon, was that species in
America were smaller in size and fewer in number than in the Old World (Jefferson 1977, 78).
Jefferson took great pains to refute such assertions, even arguing that the mammoth, which he
believed was still found in the northern part of the American continent, was obviously larger
than the elephant found in arid, hot parts of the world (Jefferson 1977, 77, 79). (In arguing so,
he, in fact, seems to have approximated Carl Bergman’s law about the size of species being
superior with decreasing temperature, which is found valid today. cf. Freckleton, Harvey, and
Pagel 2003).

Jefferson had an even more formidable task to fulfill when it came to Native Americans in
Buffon’s condescending view of the New World. The French natural scientist argued that
Native American males were inferior in bodily traits in comparison with their white
counterparts. Their mental and behavioral abilities also lagged behind those of Europeans, he
maintained (Jefferson 1977, 93-94). In other words, Buffon implied the American continent to
be a basically wretched and unhappy place with miserable and unhappy people as well as
animals living there. In response, Jefferson felt the urge to show that none of that was correct
to assert. The inferiority of the continent 4 la Buffon would have implied not just the inferiority
of Natives but also all other species on the continent. In fact, Jefferson did not attempt to contest
Buffon’s claims about the inferior bodily structure of Native American males, for instance, but
strove to show that it was all the result of the circumstances under which they lived. More
exercise and better “diet” would contribute to their development in bodily stature and strength
(Jefferson 1977, 95). Tilling the soil themselves instead of their wives would make them
stronger and would also benefit the former, making life for the latter less demanding, providing
more opportunity for them to have more children than Buffon imagined (Jefferson 1977, 97).
Thus, ironically, Buffon’s negative thesis about the New World became, in Jefferson’s hands,
a tool for generating national pride. In the latter’s account, Natives’ unhappiness was not caused
by the environment or their nature, but by the stage of civilization that they were embedded in.
The superior environment of the New World could thus be a factor in their pursuing happiness.

Most interestingly, Jefferson also connected the negative features of Native American cultures
with the gender division of labor amongst them. In a remarkable passage of the Notes, he argued
how, as opposed to white European women, Native American females were “submitted to
unjust drudgery,” performing physical labor associated with white male farmers (Jefferson
1984, 185). But all this, Jefferson suggested, may not be the choice of Native women, who were
forced by the “stronger sex” to perform menial tasks: it was a general feature of “barbarian”
societies, he claimed, where women were not treated by men as their equals (186). According
to him, such equality could only develop under “civilization” (186). The reason was, he pointed
out, that men of “barbarian” societies tended to pursue their own “selfish” interests. Only
civilized people would have the capacity to move beyond that and endorse “natural equality”
for women (186, 185). For Jefferson, then, Native American women, because of the harsh
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treatment by their male spouses, could not be happy by his standards. They lived in an
unfortunate, oppressive relationship which was, by definition, hostile to their happiness.

The broader pattern of difference in terms of civilization between Native and Euro-American
cultures, however, also had a bearing upon Native American cultures at large in Jefferson’s
eyes. Men could not be happy, either, in such a system because of its general, unfavorable
features, he believed. The hunter-gatherer stage of social development that characterized Native
societies, Jefferson argued, could not bring them prosperity and happiness by definition. The
“savage” way of life would not result in the same living standards as the white European way
of subsistence (Jefferson 1984, 220). He described this stage of social development as a “state
of barbarism and wretchedness” with people “eating acorns and roots” (Jefferson 1984, 461).
Jefferson also pointed out that their current lifestyle resulted in Native Americans being
exposed to starvation, especially when they were waging war, but they also were compelled to
suffer from hunger even when staying at home. As he maintained in the Notes, “Even at their
homes the nation depends for food, through a certain part of every year, on the gleanings of the
forest: that is, they experience a famine once in every year” (Jefferson 1977, 97). Because of
its generic features, Native Americans leaving the state of social development was bound to
result in happiness for them, men and women alike, according to Jefferson. Their assimilation
through the adoption of white ways was to bring happiness for all.

As he imagined, the road to happiness for Natives led through their males adopting the Euro-
American way of farming and their females engaging in domestic chores only. Such a reversal
of gender roles and reverting to the “natural” division of gender-based labor, according to
Jefferson, was to generate greater productivity and thus greater happiness for Natives. Farming
was to supersede hunting, so he demanded of Choctaw leaders in 1803, for instance: “A little
land cultivated, and a little labor, will procure more provisions than the most successful hunt;
and a woman will clothe more by spinning and weaving, than a man by hunting.” (December
17, 1803, in Jefferson 1984, 559). Jefferson was convinced of the superiority of farming over
hunting, not only because of the former scoring higher on the scale of social development, but
also because of his belief in its greater efficiency in terms of food production. While hunting
provided Natives with a rather limited amount of food, agricultural production was to increase
their access to such resources massively. As he put it in Notes, “Where food is regularly
supplied, a single farm will shew [sic] more of cattle, than a whole country of forests can of
buffaloes [sic]” (Jefferson 1977, 97).

Jefferson, then, was confident about the beneficial effect of the proposed change on Native
communities. Farming by men and clothes production by women would be the key to their
happiness. As he also explained to Seneca Chief Handsome Lake, “Persuade our brethren to be
sober and to cultivate their lands, and their women to spin and weave for their families. You
will soon see your women and children well fed and clothed, your men living happily in peace
and plenty, and your numbers increasing from year to year” (Jefferson to Brother Handsome
Lake, November 1, 1802, in Jefferson 1984, 556). Furthermore, such an achievement would
show favorably on the leaders of Native communities, as he claimed in the same speech: “It
will be a great glory to you to have been the instrument of so happy a change and your children’s
children, from generation to generation, will repeat your name with love and gratitude for ever”
(556-57).

At the same time, the desired transformation of Native cultures was also expected to go together

with greater happiness for whites, not a secondary consideration for Jefferson. The logic behind
this was that by shifting to farming, Natives would need less land to sustain themselves, and
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hence they would be in a position, in Jefferson’s words, “to dispose of parts of their surplus and
waste lands” (“Draft of Jefferson’s 5™ Annual Message,” December 3, 1805, in Jefferson,
1904-5, vol. 10, 194). This, in turn, would mean more land for white farmers to buy and provide
for their families (Confidential message on expedition to the Pacific, 18 January 1803, in
Jefferson 19045, vol. 9, 427).

Jefferson’s call for Natives to give up land for white appropriation as a win-win situation had
other motivations, too. He argued that by selling their land, Natives would have the chance of
generating income in the first place. As he explained this in a letter to Andrew Jackson in 1803,
“When [Indians] shall cultivate small spots of earth, and see how useless their extensive forests
are, they will sell, from time to time, to help out their personal labor in stocking their farms,
and procuring clothes and comforts from our trading houses.” (February 16, 1803, Jefferson
19034, vol. 10, 358; see also Jefferson to William H. Harrison, February 27, 1803, Jefferson
1903—4, vol. 10, 370.) He explained the method in the draft of his fifth annual message to
Congress in 1805: The indigenous people of the United States would understand that “it [is]
their interest from time to time to dispose of parts of their surplus & waste lands for the means
of improving those they occupy, and of subsisting their families while they are preparing their
farms.” (Draft of Jefferson’s 5th Annual Message, December 3, 1805, in Jefferson, 19045,
vol. 10, 194). In other words, through selling off their surplus lands, they could generate income
to increase the efficiency of production in the already existing ones, thereby contributing to the
outcome of their now western style of farming. Also, in doing so, they could enhance the
standard of living for their families.

The second benefit of Natives giving up hunting grounds, according to Jefferson, was that they
would not have to fight constant wars to defend their hunting grounds against other tribes, and
in doing so, they could save time for farming and providing for their families. As he elaborated
on the problem to the delegates of the Wolf and Mandan people visiting him as president, “If
you will cease to make war on one another, if you will live in friendship with all mankind, you
can employ all your time in providing food and clothing for yourselves and your families”
(“Jefferson to the Wolf and People of the Mandan Nation,” December 30, 1806, in Jefferson
1984, 565). For Jefferson, maintaining and utilizing hunting grounds by Natives implied the
inferiority of hunting as a subsistence activity: in the first place, it did not equal the appropriate
use of the land, because, as he explains here, from the viewpoint of efficiency, it wasted the
time and lives of those involved. The rivalry for hunting grounds would necessitate the use of
violence against competing tribes, thus underlining its inferior nature in comparison to farming,
a peaceful and more nourishing activity. Thus, by selling their lands, the indigenous people of
the United States would also buy peace on top of adopting a new culture, ensuring happiness
for them as well as their families.

Moreover, such a way of pursuing happiness by Native Americans would also promote the
happiness of others in Jefferson’s mind. By selling parts of their hunting grounds, inadvertently,
as it were, they would make room for white settlers to occupy land in the west. In doing so,
they would help the US government solve the problem of land hunger for its increasing
population, or “the rapid increase of our numbers will call for,” as he explained in his message
to the Congress (Confidential message on expedition to the Pacific, 18 Jan. 1803, in Jefferson,
Works, vol. 9, 427). Or as he explained to his Indian agent Benjamin Hawkins, dealing with
tribes south of the Ohio river, “While [Indians] are learning to do better on less land, our
increasing numbers will be calling for more land, and thus a coincidence of interests will be
produced between those who have lands to spare, and want other necessities, and those who
have such necessities to spare, and want lands” (February 18, 1803, Jefferson 19034, vol. 10,
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362). Ultimately, then, the indigenous people of the United States selling off their surplus land
also promoted Jefferson’s basic plan in political economy, that is, catering to the needs of a
growing white population by providing a sizable reserve of arable land in the West. This was a
lifelong pursuit for him, providing motivation in such projects as the Louisiana Purchase of
1803. Moreover, such a move would also promote his desire to keep America at the forefront
of progress and civilization by preserving it at the farming stage of social development as long
as possible (Jefferson 1977, 216-217).

Nonetheless, such reasoning had erroneous underpinnings as well as dire consequences for
Jefferson’s Indians. The demand for Natives to change their attitude to land had the effect of
undermining their economic system based on the fur trade, the major source of their income.
Selling their land resulted in shrinking hunting grounds with the concomitant but undesirable
consequence of diminishing economic opportunities for them (Sheehan 1983, 678—68, 169,
171). At the same time, urging Natives to sell off their surplus land was also in line with the
European conception of making use of the land. As historian Bernard Sheehan has pointed out,
one rationale behind Jeffersonian land policy was related to the idea of making use of land,
giving up the surplus to others for cultivation: “Civilization required a direct relation between
the individual and the soil. It marked off the bounds of earthly endeavor by limiting the Indian’s
property to the amount he could cultivate with the work habits acquired from the white man”
(169). The lack of cultivated land made no sense to him or other white European thinkers; it
basically equaled wilderness, open to human occupation, settlement, and cultivation, otherwise
it was to turn into waste. Unfortunately for the Natives, however, this method of undermining
an important element of their economic subsistence clearly diminished their prosperity and the
basis of their happiness by pushing them further on the road to acculturation and cultural
assimilation.

Jefferson assigned a crucial role to the federal government in promoting this process, especially
through providing the Natives with the means of husbandry. As he put forward in his Second
Inaugural Address, “now reduced within limits too narrow for the hunter’s state, humanity
enjoins us to teach them agriculture and the domestic arts; to encourage them to that industry
which alone can enable them to maintain their place in existence, and to prepare them to the
industry which alone can enable them to maintain their place in existence, and to prepare them
in time for that state of society, which to bodily comforts adds the improvement of the mind
and morals. We have therefore liberally furnished them with the implements of husbandry and
household use, we have placed among them instructors in the arts of first necessity [...].”
(Jefferson 1984, 520; see also “Confidential message on expedition to the Pacific,” 18 January
1803, in Jefferson, 1904-5, vol. 9, 431). This role of the US government also fitted in with
Jefferson’s expectations concerning happiness, given his belief in the duty of the political elite
to promote the happiness of individuals (“Report of the Commissioners for the University of
Virginia”, in Jefferson 1977, 334).

Such a transformation, he supposed, would also lead to the Natives’ intermarriage with whites
and resultant assimilation: “We shall all be Americans,” he declared in 1808 (Jefferson to
Hendrick Aupaumut (Jefferson to Hendrick Aupaumut, 21 December 1808, Founders Online).
In his eyes, this was the last stage of the transformation of Natives from living an unhappy life
to a happy one. Their increase in happiness, at the same time, was also to contribute to
improving race relations through their stronger ties with white Americans, Jefferson claimed:
“And, generally, from a conviction that we consider them as part of ourselves and cherish with
sincerity their rights and interests, the attachment of the Indian tribes is gaining strength daily.”
(Eighth Annual Message, 8 Nov. 1808, in Jefferson, Works, vol. 11, 66—67) Nonetheless, as
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research has shown, these processes were, in fact, to result in more Native dependence on
support to be provided by whites (Sheehan 1973, 213—-24). Furthermore, as historian Anthony
F. C. Wallace has explained, by adopting subsistence agriculture, Natives could find no way to
acquire the cash that they needed and had had access to before. Shrinking hunting grounds
implied fewer and fewer opportunities for engaging in the fur trade with whites and acquiring
money from them to buy items necessary for them. Furthermore, reversing gender roles, by
making farmers out of male warriors instead of their spouses, proved a real cultural shock for
them. Hence, Native American males proved reluctant to give up their previous gender roles as
hunters, and they also refused a new model of leadership based on material wealth instead of
kinship and traditional values (Wallace 298-99).

By way of conclusion, one can argue that Jefferson’s broader philosophical views had a
prevalent impact on his conception of happiness for Native Americans discussed at the start.
His conviction about the superiority of his own cultural regime drove him to devise a system of
assimilation for them, also having far-reaching consequences that he was not ready to see or
consider. Emphasizing the material aspect of happiness for them, assuming the other aspects
developing from it, their adopting the white ways of subsistence was crucial in this scenario,
and he did everything in his power to promote that process. He was satisfied that women and
men alike, not to mention children of Native American communities, would be the beneficiaries
of the changes geared toward their greater happiness. Such a consideration would thus also
serve as part of the ground for his attempt to save them as individuals while having them lose
their tribal culture through assimilation.

Finally, Jefferson’s efforts to make his Indians happy through assimilation were, by and large,
in line with his general understanding of the two conceptions of happiness. Nevertheless, while
he did associate Natives with the Romantic view in that he set the goal of adopting farming as
a desirable form of subsistence for them, he ignored the significance of the Enlightenment-
based model, which connected happiness with limiting governmental power so as to protect
rights. The reason for this was that he considered Natives to be without government, hence
having no rationale for them to defend themselves from government as a condition for
happiness. Yet, ironically, they were supposed to assimilate into the dominant European-
American culture in order to enjoy the happy benefits of a limited government. And the means
to achieve that was through the active intervention of the US government, which went against
his Romantic view of happiness.
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