55. On “Republic”
To John Taylor
'  Monticello, May 28, 1816

. It must be acknowledged that the term republw is of very vague ap-
phcatlon in every language. Witness ‘the self-styled republics of Holland,
Switzerland, Genoa, Venice, Poland. Were I to assign to this term a
precise and definite idea, I would say, purely and simply, it means a
government by its citizens in mass, acting directly and personally, accord-
mg to rules established by the ma]onty, and that every other government
is more or less republican, in proportion as it has in its composition more
or less of this ingredient of the direct action of the citizens. Such a gov-
ernment is ev1dently restrained to very narrow limits of space and popula-
_tion. I doubt if it would be practicable beyond ‘the extent of a New

England townshlp The first shade from this pure element, which, like
‘that of pure vital air, cannot sustain life of itself, would be where the
powers of the government, 'being divided, should be exercised each by
representatives chosen either pro hac vice; or for such short terms as
should render secure the duty of expressing the will of their constituents.
This I should consider as the nearest approach to a pure republic, which
is practlcable on a large scale of country or population. And we have' éx-
amples of it in some of our State Constitutions, which; if not poisoned by
priest-craft, would prove its excellence over all mixtures with other ele-
* ments; and, with only equal doses of pmson would still be the best. Other

shades of republicanism may be found in other forms of government,
where the éxecutive, judiciary ‘and legislative functions, and the different
branches of the latter, are chosen by the people more or less directly, for
longer- terms of years, or for life, or made hereditary; or where there are
mixtures of authorities, some dependent on, and others independent of
the people. The further the departure from direct and constant control

by the citizens, the less has the government of the ingredient of repub-

licanism; evidently none where the authorities are hereditary, as in
France, Venice, etc., or self-chosen, as in Holland; and little, where for
life, in proportion as the life continues in being after the act of election.

~ The purest republican feature in the government of our own State, is
the House of Representatives. The Senate is equally so the first year, less
the second, and so on. The Executive still less, because not chosen by the
people directly. The Judiciary seriously anti-republican, because for life;
and the national arm wielded, as you observe, by military leaders, irre-
sponsible but to themselves. . . .

If, then, the control of the people over the organs of their government
be the measure of its republicanism, and I confess I know no other meas-
ure, it must be agreed that our governments have much less of repub-
licanism than ought to have been expected; in other words, that the
people have less regular control over their agents, than their rights and
their interests require. And this I ascribe, not to any want of republican
dispositions in those who formed these Constitutions, but to a submission



of true principle to European authorities, to speculators on government,
whose fears of the people have been inspired by the populace of their
own great cities, and were unjustly entertained against the independent,
the happy, and therefore orderly citizens of the United States. Much I
apprehend that the golden moment is past for reforming these heresies.
The functionaries of public power rarely strengthen in their dispositions
to abridge it, and an unorganized call for timely amendment is not likely
to prevail against an organized opposition to it. We are always told that
things are going on well; why change them? “Chista bene, non si muove,”
said the Italian, “let him who stands well, stand still.” This is true; and I
verily believe they would go on well with us under an absolute monarch,
while our present character remains, of order, industry and love of peace,
and restrained, as he would be, by the proper spirit of the people. But it
is while it remains such, we should provide against the consequences of
its deterioration. And let us rest in the hope that it will yet be done, and
spare ourselves the pain of evils which may never happen.

On this view of the import of the term republic, instead of saying, as
has been said, “that it may mean anything or nothing,” we may say with
truth and meaning, that governments are more or less republican, as they
have more or less of the element of popular election and control in their
composition; and believing, as I do, that the mass of the citizens is the
safest depository of their own rights and especially, that the evils flowing
from the duperies of the people, are less injurious than those from the
egoism of their agents, I am a friend to that composition of government
which has in it the most of this ingredient. And I sincerely believe, with
you, that banking establishments are more dangerous than standing
armies; and that the principle of spending money to be paid by posterity,
under the name of funding, is but swindling futurity on a large scale.

I salute you with constant friendship and respect.



