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Jefferson's Contribution to the Free Press
(Continued from Page Three.)

inherited monarchies, a censorship of
the press, and the like; Second, those
who by the natural process of iner-
tia, oppose all innovations under the

guise of conservatism. Jefferson was
inherently an innovater. No tradi-
tion, on custom, no practice, no belief,
that did not appeal to his judgment
and reason had any sacredness to him.
Os ail his great measures, when he
first unfolded them, it was as true as
of the one of which he wrote in a
letter from France, “The leap l then
proposed was too long, as yet, for the
mass of our citizens.” But he lived
to see the country approve them all
before he died. A man who shows
contempt for outworn creeds and be-
liefs, is as sure to cut across the grain
of the large and reactionary class who
cling tenaciously to them as he is to
arouse the hostility of those enjoyers
of special privilege who see their per-
quisites and bounties taken from them
by a law of equality. To his defiance
of these two classes, and to the mis-
conception of the man by those mis-
led by these, Mr. Jefferson was in-
debted for the storm of abuse that
beat upon his head from the day that
the supporters of primogeniture and
the fox-hunting clergy, were provoked
to resentment by Mr. Jefferson't
broad-minded and liberal measures.

It is not surprising that be gave

vent to his indignation when viciously

slandeued. The surprise is that his
indignation did not drive him to the
point of favoring censorship of the
press or severe punishment of edi-

tors who wrote false things about
him. Though extremely sensitive to
criticism and sometimes wounded at
the sorest point by the printed libels
he never faltered in his .creed that a
free press was “the only tocsin of a
nation.” To Edward Rutledge in 1796
lie wrote, “You have seen my name
lately tacked to so much of eulogy

and of abuse that I dare say you hard-
ly thought that it meant your old ac-
quaintance of ’76. In truth, 1 did not
know myself under the pens of either
friends or foes. It is unfortunate for
our peace , that unmerited abuse
wounds, while unmerited praise has
not the power to heal. These are 'hard
wages for the services of all the ac-
tive and healthy years of one’s life.”
To Samuel Smith, in 1798, he wrote:
“Were I to undertake to answer the
calumnies of the newspapers, it would
be more than all my own time, and

that of twenty aids could effect. Foi
while I should |>e answering one,
twenty new ones would be invented.”
To John Adams, in 1817, he wrote:
“It is fortunate for those in public
trust that posterity will judge them
by their works and not by the malig-

nant vituperations and invectives of
the Pickerings and Gardners of their
age.” To M. Pictet he wrote: “The
abuses of the freedom of the press
here have been carried to a length
never before known or borne by any
civilized nation. * * * Our news-
papers. for the most part, present

only the caricatures of disaffected
minds.” To James Monroe, in 1798.
he wrote: “It is really a most afflict-
ing consideration that it is impossi-

ble for a man to act in any office for
the public without encountering a per-

secution which even his retirement
will not withdraw from him.”

The most severe arraignment of the
press into which his resentment to
calumny upon himself and his admin-
istration ever led him was toward the
close, of his term. Beset with foreign
and domestic complications, harassed
by divisions in his party in Congress,
he was sorely wounded by the vo-
lent criticisms of the Federalist or
anti-republican press. He felt that
he had spent himself for his country,

without selfish aim3. and he craved,

as he was going into retirement, after
half a century devoted to affairs cf
state, the good will ami appreciation
of his fellow countrymen. Instead of

giving him assurance that his con-
tribution to the life, safety and guid-
ance of the young Republic was ap-
preciated, a large part of the press

was making his slightest act the fresh
occasion lor slander and detraction.
It was at that time, in 1807, that he

wrote the following letter from the
national capital to George Norvell, in
response to a request as to how to
conduct a newspaper, in wjiich he
gave vent to his feeling of resentment:
“To your request of my opinion of
the manner in which a newspaper
should be conducted, so as to be most

useful. 1 should answer, “by restrain-
ing it to true facts and sound princi-
ples only.” Yet 1 fear such a paper
would find few subscribers. It is a
melancholy truth, that a suppression
of the press could not more complete-

ly deprive the nation of its benefits,

than is done by its abandoned prosti-

tution to falsehood. Nothing can now
be believed which is seen in a news-
paper. Truth itself becomes suspi-
cious by being put into that polluted
vehicle. The real extent of this state

of misinformation is known only to

those who are in situations to con-
lront facts withiti their knowledge

with the lies of the day. I really look
with commiseration over the great
body of my fellow citizens, tv ho, read-
ing newspapers, live and die in the
belief, that they have known some-
thing of what has been passing in the

world in their time; whereas the ac-
counts they have read in newspapers
are just as true a history of any other
period of the world as of the present,
except that the real names of the day

are affixed to their fables. General
facts may indeed be collected from
them, such as that Europe is now at
war. that Bonaparte has been a suc-
cessful warrior, that he has subject-
ed a great portion of Europe to his
will etc. etc., but no details can be

relied on. I will add, that the man
who never looks into a newspaper Is
better informed than he who reads
them; inasmuch as he who knows
nothing is nearer to truth than he
whose mind is filled with falsehoods
and errors. He who reads nothing
will still learn the great facts, and the
details are false.

“Perhaps an editor might begin a
reformation in some such way as this:
Divide his paper into four chapters,
heading the Ist, Truths; 2d. Proba-
bilities; 3rd, Possibilities; 4th, Dies.
The first chapter would be very short,
as it would contain little more than
authentic papers, and information
from such sources, as the editor would
be willingto risk his own reputation

their truth. The second would

contain what, from a mature consid-
eration of all circumstances, his judg-
ment should conclude to be probably
true. This, however, should rather

contain too little than too much. The

third and fourth should be professedly
for those readers who would rather

have lies for their mbney than the
blank paper they would occupy.

“Such an editor too. would have to

set his face against the demoralizing

practice of feeding the public min#
habitually on slander, and the de-
pravity of taste which this nauseous
aliment induces. Defamation is be-
coming a necessary of life; insomuch,

that a dish of tea in the morning or
evening cannot be digested without
this stimulant. Even those who do

not believe these abominations still
read them with complaisance to their
auditors, and instead of the abhor-
rence and indignation which should
fill a virtuous mind, betray a secret
pleasure in the possibility that some
may believe them, though they do not

themselves. It seems to escape them
that it is not he who prints, but he
who pays for printing a slander, wlio
is its real author.

“These thoughts on the subject of
your letter are hazarded at your re-
quest. Repeated instances of the pub-
lication of what pas not been intended
for the public eye, and the malignity
with which political enemies torture
every sentence from me into meanings
imagined by their own wickedness
only, justify my expressing a solici-
tude that this hasty communication
may in nowise be permitted to find
its way into the public papers. Not
fearing thesei political bull-dogs. 1
yet avoid putting myself in the way
of being baited by them, and do not
wish to volunteer away that portion
of tranquility, which a firm execution
of my duties will permit me to en-
joy.”

He never but once replied to nis
critics in the press—and that was
when accused of robbing a widow and
her children while acting as executor.
He did not then write his answer to
a paper, but to a friend, and its calm-
ness and fullness of statement com-
pletely destroyed the slander and dis-

credited the slanderer. The reasons
for his silence under great provocation

are given by himself in letters to
friends. To Wm. Duane in I|o7 he
wrote: “Slander 1 have thought it
best to leave to the scourge of public
opinion.” To Martin V'an Buren in
1824 he wrote, “My rule of life has

been never to harass the public with
lending and provings of personal slan-
ders. * * * I have ever trusted to the
justice and consideration of my fellow
citizens, and have no reason to repent

it. or change my course.” To Dr.
George Logan in 1816 he wrote: "As

to federal slanders I never wished
them to be answered but by the tenor
of my life, half a century of which
has been on a theatre at which the
public have been spectators, and com-
petent judges as to merit. Thefr ap-
preciation has taught a lesson, useful

to the world, that the man wlyO fears

no truths has nothing to fear from
lies. I should have fancied myself

half guilty had I condescended to put
pen to paper in refutation of their
falsehoods or drawn to them respeot
by any notice from myself.”

Mr. Jefferson’s party founded a
newspaper—Freneau’s Gazette —edit-
ed by a clerk in his department, while
Jefferson was Secretary of State in
Washington’s cabinet. It was estab-
lished to counteract the teachings of
Fenno’s Gazette, chietly edited by

Hamilton, which preached the doc-

trines held by thu Federalist party.
The President thought that Jefferson
should dismiss from the public ,ser-
vice Mr. Freneau, because he was
quite free in criticising the adminis-
tration of the Treasury Department
under Hamilton. Though Jefferson
stood by Freneau, manifesting a cour-
ageous and practical exhibition of his

belief that every man should be al-

lowed to speak and write what he
pleased, and refused to accede to
Washington's request to dismiss him,,
he did not write for Freneau’s paper,
though Hamilton, supposing Jefferson
to be the author of the attacks upon
his policy in that paper, assailed Jef-
ferson most severely. To these at-
tacks upon him, as to all others, he
made no reply and gave no outward
sign that he had read them. To Ed-

mond Randolph prior to that time,
Jefferson had written, “I have pre-

served through life a resolution, set
in a very early part of it. never to
write in a public paper without sub-
scribing my name, and to engage

openly an adversary who does not let

himself be seen, is staking all against
nothing.”

In a letter September 9, 1792 to

General Washington, who had told

Jefferson that articles in Freneau’s
paper “tended to prodjice a separation
in the Union” and attacking him in-
directly, though thinking him “fool

enough to swallow the little sugar
plums here and there thrown out to
him,” Jefferson defended himself for
giving Freneau, the poet, ail appoint-

ment in his office. He declared that
his expectations looked only to the
chastisement of the aristoeratical and
monarchical writers, and not to any
criticism on the proceedings of the
government: that Hamilton could see
no motive for any appointment but

that of making a convenient partisan,
but he knew that talents and science
were with him a sufficient recommen-
dation. Freneau as a man of genius,

found a preference with him, and he

added: “Freneau and Fenno are ri-

vals for the public favors; the one
courts them by flattery, the other by

censure; and I believe it will be ad-

mitted that one has been as servile as
the other severe. But is not the dig-

nity, and even decency of government

committed, when one of its ministers

enlists himself as an anonymous wri-

ter or paragrapliist. for either the one
or the other of them? And where the
press is free, no one ever will. If
virtuous, he need not fear the opera-
tion of attack and defence. Nature
has given to man no other means of
sifting the truth, either in religion,
law or politics. I think it is as honor-

able to the government neither to

know nor to notice sycophants
.

or
censure, as it would be undignified
and criminal to pamper the former

and persecute the latter.”
Mr. Jefferson was the more severely

abused for giving a position in the

State Department to Mr. Freneau,

probably because the power exerted
by his paper was the cause of the

loss of popular favor by the Federal-

ists in the administration. Hamilton’s
defenders dared not admit that it was
because Freneau’s paper was destroy-

ing their idol’s hold upon the confi-

dence of the country, though that was

the motive that prompted the criti-
cisms of Mr. Jefferson for retaining

the editor in the public service. There-

fore. the Federalists declared the re-
tent ion of Freneau to be a want ot

courtesy to his associates in the ad-
miinstration and a breach of morai
duty. To that criticism George Tuck-
er in his “Life of Jefferson” makes
this conclusive answer:

“But against no aspersion of his
enemies is his vindication more easy.
On the public measures thus con-
demned. his opinions were known, in
the cabinet and out of it, to be dia-
metrically opposite to those of Mr.
Hamilton, their chief adviser; and
while the press was made to assail
him, his opinions, and motives, he
surely had a right to use the same
weapon in their defence. But fur-
ther: according to his views of the
interests of the country, and of the
object and tendency of Hamilton’s
policy, it was not only his right, but
his duty, to endeavor to operate upon
public opinion, which was to be the
final arbiter between them. In avail-
ing himself of this auxiliary, he seems
never to have transcended the bounds

of legitimate warfare. He practiced
no concealment either of his princi-
ples or of his patronage of Freneau;

he betrayed no confidence; he counte-

nanced no doctrines in that paper

which he did not maintain every-

where else. It does not appear that
he ever wrote for the paper, for that

did not accord with his notions either
of prudence oi4 propriety; but had he

done so, he might have defended him-

self by the example of his political
antagonist. It must also be recol-
lected that the political principles and
measures ot Hamilton and his adher-
ents were the chief objects ol attack
in the National Gazette, while the
President, who was never confounded
with them was always treated with

decorum and respect. In every re-
spect, then the charge appears to be
frivolous or unfounded.

“Mr. Jefferson had yet a further
ground of vindication, had he needed
it. though he never deigned to make

use of it ; and this was the fai t, that
the National Gazette was not set up

by him, but by Mr Madison and Gen-
eral Henry Lee, then Governor of Vir-
ginia, and afterwards so warm a Fed-

eral partizan, for the double purpose
of assisting Freneau, who had been

their fellow collegian at Princeton,
and of affording the public an oppor-

tunity of hearing the arguments of

both the parties that then divided the
country”

Though he did not personally
write for the press he had well ma-
tured opinions as to the duty of a po-
litical editor. He gave expression to
his opinion in the following letter,

written in 1811 from Monticello to
William Duane: “1 think an editor
should be independent, that is, of per-
sonal influence, and not be moved from
his opinions on the mere authority ol
an individual. But, with respect to
tlie general opinion of the political
section with which he habitually ac-
cords, his duty seems very like that
of a member of Congress. Some of
these indeed think that independence
requires them to follow always their
own opinion, without respect for that
of others. This has never been my

opinion, nor my practice, when I have
been of that or any other body, differ-

iug on a political question from those
whom 1 knew to be of the same polit-
ical principles with myself, and with
whom I generally thought and acted.
A consciousness of the fallibility of
the human mind and of my own in
particular, with a respect for the ac-
cumulated judgment of my friends,
has induced me to suspect erroneous
impressions on myself, to suppose my

own opinion wrong, and to act with
them on theirs. The want of this
spirit of compromise, or of self dis-

trust proudly, but falsely, called in-
dependence, is what gives the Fed-

eralist victories which they could
never obtain if these brethren could
learn to respect the opinion of their
friends more than their enemies, and
prevent many able and learned men
from doing all the good they other-

wise might do.” Os Duane he wrote

to Mr. Wirt: “1 believe Duane to be

a very honorable man and sincerely

republican; but his passions are sfron- 1
ger than his prudence, and his per-

sonal as well as general antipathies
render him very intolerant. These
traits lead him astray and require his
readers, even those who value him fur

his steady support of the republican
cause, to be on their guard against bis

occasional observations.”
The critics of Mr. Jefferson have,

been wont to attribute what, in his

life time, they termed his over-trust
in the capacity of the people for self-
government, to the views he imbibed
in France. No doubt the spectacle

of a people in a country where “every

man must be a hammer or an anvil,"

at a time when the love of liberty
and the rights of man Inspired the

best portion of the people of that
country to demand a larger voice in

governing themselves, hail a perman-
ent influence upon his life anil views.

But he secured the repeal ol the law
of primogeniture and church estab-
lishment, and drafted provisions for

future constitutions, insuring the free-
dom to write and speak without re-
straint, before he ever walked the

streets of Paris. It was Jefferson in-
structing Frenchmen in the necessity

for a free press as the mudsill of .na-
tional liberty rather than learning
from them the love of a free press

that was a ruling passion of his life.

While in Paris, Jefferson prepared
a charter of rights for the French
people, the ninth section being as fol-

lows: ‘Printers shall be liable to legal
prosecution for printing and publish-

ing false facts, injurious to the party

prosecuting; but they shall be under
no other restraint.”

They were in far too liberal a spirit
of concession for the government par-

ty and nothing came of his wist* re-
commendation. In 1802, writing to
Thomas Cowper, he declared: “The
Press, the only tocsin of a nation, is
completely silenced.” Among the

abuses in France that brought on the

Revolution he named “the shackles on
the freedom of conscience, of thought

and speech; on the freedom ot the
press by censure.”

In M. Necker’s report to the King,

it was suggested by Mr. Jefferson’s

advice: “How far the press might be

free.” He noted that the restraints on
the freedom of the press was one of

the chief complaints of the govern-

ment in the French Revolution. In

his Autobiography, he says: “Nor
should we wonder at * * * (the) pres-

sure (for a fixed constitution in 17 88-
’B9) when we consider the monstrous
abuses of power under which * * -

(the French) people were ground to
powder; when we pass in review the

shackles * * * on the freedom of the
press by the Censure.”

In spite of Mr. Jefferson’s strong
predilection for popular government,

his belief in its practicability, he still
doubted,, as he doubted when he was
in Europe, as he says in a letter to his
friend LaFayette, in November, 1 823,
whether the state of society in Europe

could bear a republican government.

He remarks: “An hereditary chief,
strictly limited the right of war vested
in tiie legislative body, a rigid econo-
my of the public contributions, and
absolute interdiction of all useless ex-
penses .will go far towards keeping
the government honest and unoppres-
sive. But the only security of all is a
free press. The force of public opinion

cannot be resisted, when permitted

freely to be expressed. The agitations
it produces must be submitted to. It
keeps the waters pure.’’

In same year, writing to M.
Goray, lie said: “This formidable
censor of the public functionaries,
(press) by arraigning them at the tri-
bunal of public opinion, produces re-
form peaceably, which must otherwise
be done by revolution.” To M. Coray
in Paris, in 1823, he wrote: “The
press is the best instrument for en-
lightening the mind of man, and im-
proving him as a rational, moral, and
social being.”

In his retirement, when the French
dynasty was crushing popular liberty,
Mr. Jefferson reminded LaFayette of
the proposition he had made at the
early stage of the revolution to secure
a compact with the King, the benefit
of habeas corpus, jury trial, freedom
of the press, and religion and a na-
tional legislature which he would then I
have yielded; and to let them work

out the amelioration of the condition
of the people, until they should have
been rendered capable of more.

In 17 93, to Merits De Vair and Jan-
dens, he wrote: “Your residence in
the United States has given you an
opportunity of becoming acquainted
with the extreme freedom of the press
ir. these States. Considering its great
importance to public liberty, and the
difficulty of subjecting it to very pre-
cise rules, the laws nave thought it

less mischievous to give greater scope
to its freedom than to the restraint of
it.”

Thus it is seen, that, if the people
of France at that time had learned
the lesson of liberty under law as well
as it had been learned in America's
school of experience, Mr, Jefferson’s

suggestions would have been incor-
porated into tin* law of the land, and
some of the horrors of the French Re-
volution might have been prevented.

Mr. Jefferson’s contribution to the
free press was not bounded by geo-
graphical lines or limited by any pe-
riod of time. It was for all countries
and all ages. In his life, whether la-
boring in the land of his birth to ob-
tain, safeguard and make permanent

the freedom of the press, or seeking
to aid the people of France, groping
through the darkness with only the
dim gleam of a censored press, to se-
sure the “liberty of speaking and writ-
ing which guards all other liberties,”
h> was always animated by faith in
the capacity of man to control his own
affairs, and by bis oath of “eternal
hostility against every form of tyran-
ny over the human mind.” His influ-
ence-inspiring, powerful, salutary in
his day—did not die when his mortal
body was laid to rest on the summit ot
Monticello, hard by the home where
his pen had written the appeals, the
resolutions, the States that gave
America its untrammelled press.

Jefferson’s services for liberty are
immortal. Wherever men look out ol'
darkened windows of despotic govern-
ments they are cheered l>y the fight of
Jefferson’s Declaration, which pene-
trates and illumines the deepest cell
of civic tyranny. Wherever, in any
decade of the world’s history—yester-
day, today, tomorrow —the pen is sub-
jected to censorship, the words and
deeds of Jefferson are the bow. of
promise set in the heavens.

As the years shall pass,

“And the thoughts of men are widen’d
with the process of the suns,”

and, one by one the nations that sit in
darkness come into the glorious light
of freedom—freedom of conscience,
freedom of speech, freedom to think
and write and print—the majestic
figure of Jefferson will loom up as the
inspiring spirit who first breathed into
the printing press—(theretofore the
unresponsive instrument to further
the decrees of kings and bind the con-
science arid thoughts of men)—the
breath of life, and made it responsive,
sentient, virile, free. In this new life
that dates from Jefferson, this free
press has become the champion of the
oppressed, the teacher of the young,
the guide of the mature, the comfort
of the aged, and the mightiest power
for good that blesses and shall ever
bless mankind.
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