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Could Thomas Jefferson claim any consistency in his advocacy of
democracy and the rights of man while remaining one of the largest
slaveholders in Virginia? This extensive study of Jefferson’s intellec-
tual outlook suggests that, once we fully acknowledge the premises
of his ethical thought and his now outdated scientific views, he could.
Jefferson famously thought the human mind to be “susceptible of much
improvement ... most of all, in matters of government and religion.”
Ari Helo’s thorough analysis of Jefferson’s understanding of Christian
morality, atheism, contemporary theories of moral sentiments, ancient
virtue ethics, natural rights, and the principles of justice and benevo-
lence suggests that Jefferson refused to be a philosopher, and did so
for moral reasons. This book finds Jefferson profoundly political in his
understanding of individual moral responsibility and human progress.

Ari Helo is currently a University Lecturer in History of Science and
Ideas at the University of Oulu. He earned his PhD at the University
of Tampere in 1999 with a doctoral dissertation examining Thomas
Jefferson’s political thought. He has taught intellectual history, American
studies, and cultural studies at numerous universities since 1996, and
he has worked as a visiting researcher at the University of Virginia in
Charlottesville. Helo’s articles on American intellectual history have
been published in Britain, Estonia, Finland, Hungary, Netherlands, and
the United States, among them the widely noticed “Jefferson, Morality,
and the Problem of Slavery,” with Peter Onuf, in The William and Mary
Quarterly (2003) and a survey article on Jefferson’s political thought in
The Cambridge Companion to Thomas Jefferson (2009).
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To all those Jefferson scholars whose insights on

the topic the author has failed to address
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No man can be sovereign because
not one man, but men, inhabit the earth ...
Hannah Arendt
The Human Condition (1958) 1998, p. 234
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To paraphrase Tacitus, it is more becoming for a historian to remember than
to bewail the dead. Many colleagues have asked me what I “truly think” of
Thomas Jefferson as a person. I therefore wish to begin this book with a
brief answer to that.

Regardless of the many years I have spent reading Jefferson’s records and
trying to grasp his thinking, I have never thought of him as a model to be
embraced or rejected, but rather as a stranger from a strange culture. It was
in Karen Blixen’s Out of Africa (1937) — a book about a strange African cul-
ture written from an almost equally strange European perspective of “the
olden times” — where I found a short passage best exemplifying how I would
estimate Jefferson. The passage is about Blixen’s last visit to see a dying
great Kikuju chief, called Kinanjui:

From the look of him, I thought that he had come back from his journey triumphant,
and had got all his cattle back with him, in spite of his Masai sons-in-law.... [H]e had
plainly, T thought, done his worldly task, gone home, and taken his wages in every
sense. If he were clear enough in his mind to look back at his life, he would find very
few instances in which he had not got the better of it. A great vitality and power of
enjoyment, a manifold activity were at their end here, where Kinanjui lay still.*

To turn to the far easier assessments of persons and characters: On get-
ting this book written I owe my biggest debt to a great historian and a
great friend, Peter Onuf from the University of Virginia. It was his ceaseless
encouragement and belief in the project over many years that made me fin-
ish the book. He is also one of those very rare scholars I have met who can
discuss any topic in his field of expertise with genuine readiness to recon-
sider his own position on it.

Another friend and great intellectual, Allan Megill from the University
of Virginia, has tirelessly responded to my pleas for critical advice over the
years. Anyone familiar with Allan’s extensive writings in philosophy and
history can guess that critique was sometimes hard, but always helpful.
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