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Last month, we discussed the importance of being able to think critically. This was a 
skill that in the past was more clearly central in the educations of young people and 
certainly of those Americans who were able to attend college. Interestingly, when public 
officials discussed the importance of education to a free and self-governing people, their 
statements were noticeably more detailed than we usually find today. For example, in 
last month’s “Front and Center” we observed a statement of Thomas Jefferson to a 

friend that “[i]f a nation expects to be ignorant & free, in a state of civilization, it expects 
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what never was & never will be. The functionaries of every government have 
propensities to command at will the liberty & property of their constituents. There is no 
safe deposit for these but with the people themselves; nor can they be safe with them 
without information. Where the press is free and every man able to read, all is safe.” At 
about the time of Jefferson’s writing, we find James Madison, our fourth president, 
saying: “A popular Government, without popular information, or the means of acquiring 

it, is but a Prologue to a Farce or a Tragedy.” For both men, it is vital to a free society 

that people have access to accurate information, and that they know how to think about 
it, or, we may say, how to analyze it. When people today discuss the need for teaching 
how to think critically, the general tone may be different, but they are at once identifying 
a critical need, and conceding that at the present moment, we aren’t doing a very good 

job of it. Again, last month we quoted General Gray as describing critical thinking by 
saying that it begins with “study and analysis,” that is, with information and careful 
thinking about it 

It is not a risky thing to say that thinking is the activity that most fully expresses our 
humanity. One could reply that depending on one’s understanding of “humanity,” the 

most fully expressive human activity is to love, so perhaps we could find agreement with 
the observation that insofar as we are people cooperating with others in society, it is 
thinking that drives healthy and productive interaction. For this reason, it is important 
that we learn to do it well. When talking with people about this issue, one occasionally 
hears the assertion that everyone thinks, and does so all the time. This is true, of 
course, but beside the point. An arguably effective reply to this is to observe that just as 
everyone can think, everyone can sing, but most of us don’t do it very well. Of course, 
the skill of careful, critical thinking is learned in doing it, that is, in practice. It is a skill 
however that best thrives in a culture in which people are expected to think and to 
speak competently. Like any skill we can develop, some people will do it better than 
others, but everyone can learn to improve their thinking since this power of human 
nature defines the essence of being human. 

Having quoted two of our presidents on the importance of information and of knowing 
what to do with it, we get a glimpse of this at work in early American society in the 
second inaugural address of Thomas Jefferson. Jefferson’s first inaugural address 

receives more attention than his second because it is better. In the first inaugural 
address, for example, Jefferson details the principles that will guide his presidency in a 
most eloquent way, including among the principles listed: “Equal and exact justice to all 
men, of whatever state or persuasion, religious or political:--peace, commerce, and 
honest friendship with all nations, entangling alliances with none:--the support of the 
state governments in all their rights, as the most competent administrations for our 
domestic concerns, and the surest bulwarks against anti-republican tendencies:--the 
preservation of the General government in its whole constitutional vigor, as the sheet 



anchor of our peace at home, and safety abroad:…” After laying out his guiding 

principles, Jefferson pledges himself to them saying: “These principles form the bright 
constellation, which has gone before us and guided our steps through an age of 
revolution and reformation. The wisdom of our sages, and blood of our heroes have 
been devoted to their attainment:--they should be the creed of our political faith; the text 
of civic instruction, the touchstone by which to try the services of those we trust; and 
should we wander from them in moments of error or of alarm, let us hasten to retrace 
our steps, and to regain the road which alone leads to peace, liberty and safety.” In the 

second inaugural address, Jefferson doesn’t rise to the rhetorical excellence of his first 
address, but he does say things about American society that merit attention. 
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It should be borne in mind that Jefferson’s first inaugural address was given before he 
had served a day in office as president, and the second address was given after he had 
served as president for four years. His first four years as president were significant 
including the purchase of the Louisiana Territory from France, that more than doubled 
the size of United States, and brought the criticism of Jefferson’s opponents in 
Congress for making the purchase without constitutional authority (which was true). This 
and other actions by President Jefferson have led many of his admirers to conclude that 
Jefferson before becoming president was a different public figure than the one who 
occupied the White House. For this reason, we may surmise that awareness of actions 
as president in his first term that were at odds with the governing philosophy he had 
long advocated account, at least in part, for the differences in content and tone between 
the two inaugural addresses. 
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In the second inaugural address, just before the paragraph that concerns us here, 
Jefferson discusses the difficulties he has had with a press that misrepresented the 
truth of his administration and the problems with which they were struggling, and in the 
end says that the press will face discipline for mendacity “in the Censorship of Public 
opinion.” Whatever one might think of this regarding the extent to which the complaints 
are true or mixed with practical frustration, Jefferson’s comments clearly indicate a 
concern for the quality of information given to the public about the operations of 
government at home and abroad. He then discusses his confidence in the future of the 
country because of the Americans who inhabit it. 

Contemplating the union of sentiment now manifested so generally, as auguring 
harmony & happiness to our future course, I offer to our country sincere congratulations. 
With those too, not yet rallied to the same point, the disposition to do so is gaining 
strength. Facts are piercing through the vail drawn over them: & our doubting brethren 
will at length see that the mass of their fellow citizens, with whom they cannot yet 
resolve to act, as to principles & measures, think as they think, & desire what they 
desire. That our wish, as well as theirs, is, that the public efforts may be directed 
honestly to the public good: that peace be cultivated, civil & religious liberty unassailed, 
law & order preserved, equality of rights maintained, & the state of property, equal or 
unequal, which results to every man from his own industry, or that of his fathers. When 
satisfied of these views, it is not in human nature that they should not approve and 
support them. In the mean time, let us cherish them with patient affection: let us do 
them justice and more than justice in all competitions of interest; & we need not doubt 
that truth, reason, & their own interests will at length prevail, will gather them into the 
fold of their country, & and will compleat that entire union of opinion which gives to a 
nation the blessing of harmony & and the benefit of all it’s strength. 

We’ve mentioned in the past the arresting opening line of an English novel titled The 
Go-Between, that reads: “The past is a foreign country, they do things differently there.” 
People in the past did things differently than most people today, and this includes 
writing. Their educations were different from ours, and this largely accounts for 
differences we can see between how they thought and how they wrote. In this 
paragraph, Jefferson congratulates his countrymen for a general union of sentiment. 
“Sentiment” in the 18th century had a different meaning that it has now. Adam Smith is 
famous in our time for a book titled An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth 
of Nations, published in 1776, but during his lifetime, Smith was known as the author of 
a book titled The Theory of Moral Sentiments. “Sentiment” was not so much a feeling as 
a way of seeing things. English-speaking moral philosophers in the 18th century saw 
sentiment as the foundation of morals and they saw sentiments as developed in each 
person through experience of interactions with other people. Thus, for example, people 
will determine that stealing from others is wrong because of how they react, both 
emotionally and intellectually, to having something stolen from them. I don’t like it, 
therefore I shouldn’t do it to other people. Jefferson is encouraged by the fact that 
although there are disputes among Americans concerning how to govern themselves 
and conduct commerce and relations with other countries, there is a general agreement 
among them about how to go about thinking things through and discussing them. 



_Jefferson looks forward to a growing agreement concerning “principles & measures” in 
the expressed belief that when understood, we may say through study and analysis, “it 
is not in human nature that they should not approve & support them.” We find in 
Jefferson’s second inaugural address the observation that while Americans disagree 
about matters of public concern, they yet have a common sentiment or way of 
considering things and discussing them that over time will bear the fruit of consensus 
which is an important element in the self-government of a free people. In this we can 
see, or at least catch a glimpse, of the importance of critical thinking to human freedom. 


