


DISCIPLINING JEFFERSON: THE MAN WITHIN THE

BREAST AND THE RHETORICAL NORMS OF

PRODUCING ORDER
JEREMY ENGELS

This essay analyzes Thomas Jefferson’s letter to Maria Cosway of October 12,
1786, remembered today as the dialogue between Jefferson’s head and heart. By
offering a close reading of the rhetorical styles of the players in Jefferson’s letter,
and by reading the dialogue alongside Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral
Sentiments, this essay argues that Jefferson’s goal was to discipline his irrational,
misbehaving heart. Jefferson’s letter is interesting as a rhetorical artifact in itself,
and deserves a close reading; yet this essay also argues that Jefferson’s letter war-
rants consideration because it offers a detailed discussion of his political psychol-
ogy and also, I argue, a window into his fantasies about how public affairs would
be managed in the United States.

On a warm Parisian afternoon in September 1786, Thomas Jefferson burned
to impress one of Europe’s most accomplished and attractive women.

Eyeing a nearby fountain, he attempted to vault the ornament only to fall and
shatter his right wrist. Because it fails to conform to what Henry Steele
Commager calls Jefferson’s “tenacious and unqualified” rationality, this story
jars with most historical portraits of Jefferson. Garry Wills writes, for example,
that Jefferson “would govern his life by the transit of radishes.” Henry F. May
claims, similarly, that Jefferson “is the very pattern of an Enlightened gentleman,
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cultivating his garden, planting his fruit-trees by the hundred, reading the clas-
sics, playing the violin, and meditating about the universe.” Gordon S. Wood
notes that “Jefferson came to personify the American Enlightenment,” and
Howard Zinn labels Jefferson “an enlightened, thoughtful individual.” Jefferson’s
“whole tendency,” for Merrill D. Peterson, “was to combat the chaos of experi-
ence and submit it to the dictates of reason.” While the man lying wounded on
the Parisian ground was a number-counting, orbit-calculating, Latin-reading,
Locke-reciting, Hume-hating, disquisition-writing student of political economy,
Jefferson was also a fool in love, and to better understand that fool we must
understand the political rationality and irrational romanticism that were in ten-
sion within his social milieu.1

Jefferson described his leap as “one of those follies from which good cannot
come, but ill may.” After two French physicians botched surgeries on his wrist,
Jefferson was left with an injury to his writing hand that would bother him for
the rest of his life. He therefore was forced to compose multiple drafts of a let-
ter to Maria Cosway, the woman he yearned to impress, in the childish scrawl
of his untrained left hand. The final October 12, 1786, letter is structured as a
dialogue between his head and his heart, with the head arguing that Jefferson’s
courtship of Cosway was a mistake, and the heart arguing that their friendship
was worth the pain. This letter is therefore rhetorically distinct. Jefferson met
Cosway in early August 1786 through a mutual friend, John Trumbull, while
in Paris to conduct commercial treaties on behalf of his young nation. She was
there with her husband, Richard Cosway, who had been commissioned to
paint the duchesses of Polignac and d’Orleans. Jefferson was smitten; his biog-
rapher Joseph Ellis writes that “[w]ithin days Jefferson was head over heels in
love.” Jefferson spent most of August and then all of September until his acci-
dent on the 18th wooing Cosway. One contemporary described her as “a
golden-haired, languishing Anglo-Italian, graceful to affectation and highly
accomplished, especially in music.” Sixteen years his junior, Cosway possessed,
in Jefferson’s estimation, “qualities and accomplishments belonging to her sex,
which might form a chapter apart for her: such as music, modesty, beauty and
that softness of disposition which is the ornament of her sex and the charm of
ours.” Cosway was a truly beautiful and accomplished Renaissance woman
who made Jefferson’s heart gush; she also made him feel like a boy who could
vault fountains.2

Maria Cosway was married, however, and their six weeks spent prancing
through French chateaux and dining at Paris’s finest cafés had to end. As the
flowers wilted and the leaves fell from the trees, Jefferson’s broken wrist kept
him close to his apartment. Perhaps sensing that his wife was becoming too
close to her American suitor, Richard Cosway announced in late September
that he and Maria were returning to England. Jefferson saw her for the last
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time on an early October afternoon. That night he sat by his “fire side, solitary
and sad”; though his wrist ached, his broken bones symbolized the piercing
emotional pain he felt when, in spite of anything he might say, do, or write,
Maria Cosway traveled out of his life forever.

Letter writing was an important daily activity in which Jefferson was well
versed; historian Douglas Wilson characterizes him as “[a] careful and delib-
erate craftsman who often revised and rewrote his letters before sending them,
his letter writing was artful in every sense of the word.” This is an accurate
description of the effort he put into his October 12, 1786, letter to Cosway,
which, because of its dialogic structure, has long fascinated historians. For
Garry Wills, “Jefferson gives the victory to the Heart,” because his letter chan-
neled “Voltaire’s religion of the heart,” which “was always the worldview of
Jefferson.” For Richard Matthews, because the dialogue considered friendship
and love, “[t]he Head is unable to respond; the Heart is victorious in the
debate.” For Morton White, Jefferson’s head gets the better of the heart because
he was unable to escape his Enlightenment belief “in the superior power of
reason or science.” For Julian Boyd, the editor of Jefferson’s complete writings,
Cosway’s confused response to Jefferson’s letter evinced “little understanding
of the essential nature of the man to whom reason was not only enthroned as
the chief disciplinarian of his life but also, as . . . a sovereign to whom the Heart
yielded a ready and full allegiance, proud of its monarch and happy in its rule.”
Jefferson was a moralist drawing on the Scottish Enlightenment’s faith in the
benevolence of all humans for Wills and Matthews; for White and Boyd,
Jefferson was a rationalist drawing on the Enlightenment and John Locke.3

Though Jefferson’s love letter has been the focus of myriad historical stud-
ies, it has received no attention from rhetorical scholars. This is in spite of the
fact that Jefferson’s rhetorical productions have received extended study by
rhetorical critics such as Stephen E. Lucas and Stephen Howard Browne.
Carefully describing the rhetorical features of the Declaration of Independence
and Jefferson’s First Inaugural Address, both scholars have brought a concern
for detail that has become the standard for interpreting Jefferson’s rhetoric.
Indeed, Lucas calls for and provides “close analysis of the Declaration’s content,
structure, and style and of the strategic interaction among them,” and Browne
claims (and demonstrates) that “the business of [this] book” is “the painstak-
ing process of interpreting” Jefferson’s First Inaugural “line by line—sometimes
word by word.” Both scholars have illuminated the rhetorical strategies of
Jefferson’s public discourse, yet they and other rhetorical critics have paid little
attention to Jefferson’s private writings. On the one hand, this makes sense, for
if rhetorical scholars are concerned with public affairs, then private letters
would seem to be out of bounds. On the other hand, if private letters are read
in the context of public affairs they can illuminate how individuals desired to
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influence those affairs. Jefferson’s letter is of tremendous value to rhetorical
scholars, because it provides insight into his sentiments, to use an eighteenth-
century word meaning patterns of thought. In this essay, I argue that this letter
demonstrates how Jefferson believed reason would operate to influence the
thought and behavior of individuals; in short it provides a key for decoding
Jefferson’s psychology.4

To heed Lucas’s and Browne’s calls for attention to rhetorical detail, this
essay analyzes the style of Jefferson’s October 12, 1786, letter to Maria Cosway,
concluding that the goal of Jefferson’s letter was to discipline his irrational
heart. Modern scholars, including Beth Innocenti Manolescu in a recent arti-
cle, have followed Cicero in arguing that style is not mere decoration. In
Cicero’s words, “neither can embellishments of language be found without
arrangement and expression of thoughts, nor can thoughts be made to shine
without the light of language.” Lucas demonstrates the importance of this
insight in his analysis of Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, noting, “we are led to
see the stylistic power of Common Sense not just as the ‘dress’ of Paine’s
thought, but as an essential element of the total argumentation.” For these
rhetoricians, a text’s style is an argument to be analyzed in conjunction with
the other arguments a text advances. Jefferson’s letter confirms this thesis, for
it distinguishes the head from the heart in content as well as in style. When the
dialogue between Jefferson’s head and heart begins, the two interlocutors have
distinct styles. Initially, the head’s words are constructed in accordance with
Scottish rhetorician Hugh Blair’s “style periodique,” in which “sentences are
composed of several members linked together, and hanging upon one
another.” The heart’s words are constructed in accordance with Blair’s “style
coupé,” in which “the sense is formed into short independent propositions,
each complete within itself.” However, as the dialogue unfolds, the heart
adopts the head’s rational style—Jefferson disciplines himself.5

I thus read Jefferson’s letter as a performance of the self-regulation called
for in Enlightenment works such as Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral
Sentiments. Like Jefferson, Smith was concerned about providing social glue
for societies in the absence of revealed religion. In section 1, I show how Smith
offers a suggestion for achieving social cohesion by having citizens internalize
society’s norms of approved behavior, creating a “man within the breast” that
instructs them how to behave. However, Smith does not provide a detailed dis-
cussion of the psychology behind the man within the breast; in section 2 I
demonstrate that Jefferson’s letter fills this void. Not surprisingly, his letter
contradicted most of the accepted eighteenth-century rules for authoring love,
confusing Cosway and ultimately failing as a declaration of love. In section 3,
I place Jefferson’s letter in the context of other letters he was writing at the time
to argue that his letter is best interpreted not just as a failed declaration of love
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but also as an explanation of Jefferson’s fantasy for orderly public affairs in the
United States.

Before beginning, however, a word is warranted about motive. The point of
this essay is not to celebrate Jefferson but instead to increase our understand-
ing of the rhetorical norms of nation-building in the founding years of the
United States. With a burgeoning market of historical biographies celebrating
the achievements of the white, male “Founding Fathers,” some might argue
(validly, in my view) that enough is enough. Though Jefferson has been the
subject of countless works, nevertheless his subject position was one of polit-
ical privilege from which he wielded tremendous rhetorical power to shape
both the social realities of his day and the historical impressions of ours. As
Pierre Bourdieu writes, “[t]here is no social agent who does not aspire, as far
as his circumstances permit, to have the power to name and to create the world
through naming.” We should not forget that Jefferson had more power to
define reality than most Americans, and therefore I read this letter as an indi-
cation of an influential politician’s desires for social control: by disciplining
the masses in the manner he had disciplined his own heart.6

“HARSH MEDICINE”: JEFFERSON’S HEAD AND ADAM SMITH’S MAN

WITHIN THE BREAST

Following Maria Cosway’s departure from Paris, Jefferson described himself as
“more dead than alive.” To work through his grief, he wrote. The Scottish
rhetorician Hugh Blair claimed that “Language is become a vehicle by which
the most delicate and refined emotions of one’s mind can be transmitted, or,
if we may so speak, transfused into another.” Bearing his soul to Cosway was a
way of coping with her absence and bridging the distance between their hearts.
Indeed, Jefferson ended his letter with a simple wish: “receive me into your
own recollection with a partiality and a warmth,” one proportional to the
warmth burning inside him.7

Jefferson called on Cosway to read his letter as a dialogue “between my Head
and my Heart” (444). Jefferson’s “head” and “heart” represented two sides of his
self, the rationalism of calculating orbits and architecture, and the romanticism
of wooing married women and reading Laurence Sterne. In the dialogue, the
head and heart are at war. The heart is naïve, “But they told me they would
come back” (446); childlike, “May heaven abandon me if I do!” (446); honest,
“With what sincere sympathy I would open every cell of my composition to
receive the effusion of their woes!” (447); empathetic, “Deeply practised in the
school of affliction, the human heart knows” (447); and social,“Alone, the scene
would have been dull and insipid” (450). On the other hand, the head scolds,
“These are the eternal consequences of your warmth and precipitation” (444);
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demands self-punishment, “no reformation can be hoped, where there is no
repentance” (444); administers treatment, “Harsh therefore as the medicine
may be, it is my office to administer it” (444); expounds practical teachings,
“intending to deduce from thence some useful lessons for you” (446); adjudi-
cates, “Let us put this possibility to trial” (447); calculates probabilities,
“Everything in this world is matter of calculation” (448); and berates sentiment,
“we ride, serene and sublime, above the concerns of this mortal world. . . . Leave
the bustle and tumult of society to those who have not talents to occupy them-
selves without them” (449). The heart is the romantic dreamer; the head is the
rational disciplinarian whose antisocial sentiments are in direct opposition to
the heart’s sociality.

Arguing that “friendship is precious not only in the shade but in the sunshine
of life,” the heart desires Cosway’s love (449–50). However, the head scolds the
heart’s inability to control its irrational desires for a doomed relationship. The
heart’s first speech is a lamentation: “I am indeed the most wretched of all
earthly beings. Overwhelmed with grief, every fibre of my frame distended
beyond it’s natural powers to bear, I would willingly meet whatever catastrophe
should leave me no more to feel or to fear” (444). The head is not sympathetic
to this emotional ejaculation, though, and censors the heart with “harsh medi-
cine”: “While suffering under your follies you may perhaps be made sensible of
them, but, the paroxysm over, you fancy it can never return. Harsh therefore as
the medicine may be, it is my office to administer it” (444). The head concludes,
“you should abandon the idea of ever seeing them again” (446). Jefferson’s head
thus claims the “office” of disciplinarian as its own—which is an odd arrange-
ment in a love letter that, to be successful, must demonstrate the depth of
Jefferson’s romantic heart. Breaking with the obvious conventions for love let-
ters, the head instead is allowed to attack friendship—not only by blaming the
heart for Jefferson’s pain, but also by verbally abusing it. The head thus assumes
the position of what Adam Smith called “the man within the breast.”

In 1771, Jefferson wrote a letter to his nephew Robert Skipworth recom-
mending books for Skipworth’s library. Jefferson was an avid bibliophile, and
therefore was in a good position to recommend the best in philosophy, criti-
cism, and fiction to his relative. Scottish philosophers and rhetoricians, includ-
ing David Hume, Thomas Reid, Lord Kames, and Adam Smith, were
prominent upon this list, which was logical because Jefferson’s teacher at the
College of William and Mary, William Small, was a Scot familiar with the
teachings of the Scottish Enlightenment. Jefferson specifically endorsed
Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments, which was published in 1759 and
received as a seminal treatise on ethics.8

Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments proposes a microphysics of power
based upon the internalization of cultural norms. Smith’s desire to enforce
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social order is made clear in the final chapter, where he provides a cursory
overview of the history of moral philosophy, and then argues that though each
philosophy was flawed in some way, it would be “well for society” if individu-
als would follow them. Smith’s own moral philosophy is based on sympathy
(the harmony of sentiments between individuals) and approbation (the desire
to please others). For Smith, virtuous actions arise because individuals are
capable of feeling the emotions of others, and thus they relish the approbation,
and fear the disdain, of their fellow citizens—which leads them to behave
properly: “Nature, when she formed man for society, endowed him with an
original desire to please, and an original aversion to offend his brethren. She
taught him to feel pleasure in their favourable, and pain in their unfavourable
regard.” Yet approbation alone does not make an action virtuous, because
actions are often committed with impure intentions. Smith hence argues that
a virtuous person deserves the approbation of another: “Nature, accordingly,
has endowed him, not only with a desire of being approved of, but with a
desire of being what ought to be approved of; or of being what he himself
approves of in other men.” A virtuous individual desires not only to be
praised, but to be praise-worthy.9

Upon this foundation Smith elaborates a moral theory of internal self-
discipline. For Smith, by internalizing society’s mores, individuals become
self-regulating; by encouraging citizens to monitor one another, society
becomes self-regulating. Rejecting the immediate influence of a supreme deity
over everyday affairs, Smith argues that God “has made man, if I may say so, the
immediate judge of mankind; and has, in this respect, as in many others, created
him after his own image, and appointed him his vicegerent upon earth, to super-
intend the behaviour of his brethren.” In the absence of God, humans are forced
to regulate themselves. They must do this, Smith claims, by internalizing social
norms and then judging their own actions in relation to those norms. For Smith,
individuals judge their conduct by dividing themselves into two persons: “When
I endeavour to examine my own conduct, when I endeavour to pass sentence
upon it, and either to approve or condemn it, it is evident that, in all such cases,
I divide myself, as it were, into two persons; and that I, the examiner and judge,
represent a different character from that other I, the person whose conduct is
examined into and judged of.” Thus, it is not only the watchful eyes of other cit-
izens (the “external spectators”) that regulate behavior; it is the “internalized
spectator”—a fiction that Smith calls the “man within” and also the “judge
within”—that, by constantly reminding individuals what they should and
should not be doing, disciplines them to behave virtuously. He writes:

It is not the soft power of humanity, it is not that feeble spark of benevolence

which Nature has lighted up in the human heart, that is thus capable of
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counteracting the strongest impulses of self-love. It is a stronger power, a more

forcible motive, which exerts itself upon such occasions. It is reason, principle,

conscience, the inhabitant of the breast, the man within, the great judge and

arbiter of our conduct.10 

For Smith, it is “the man within the breast,” which he describes as “the abstract
and ideal spectator of our sentiments and conduct,” that regulates behavior.
Thus, it is the internalization of norms of proper behavior—what society dic-
tates as praiseworthy and deserving of approbation—that fits citizens for
modern society.11

Virtuous individuals for Smith divide themselves into two persons, “the
agent” and “the spectator.” Significantly, Jefferson divides himself into two per-
sons in his letter to Cosway: the heart, the agent that leads Jefferson into love,
and the head, the internal spectator that passes judgment upon the heart.
Jefferson’s head thus performs the role of the rational spectator preparing him
for society; indeed, if his heart and his bones were perpetually broken from
quixotic adventures with younger women, then he could not be a good citizen
or an effective politician. The head claims that Jefferson’s ill-advised relation-
ship with Cosway was “one of the scrapes into which you are ever leading us”
(444). Because his heart’s desires for friendship and love lead Jefferson into
“scrapes,” the head is obligated to control the heart’s irrationality. Maria
Cosway was married, and would only be in Paris for a short time. As the head
reports, “I often told you during it’s course that you were imprudently engag-
ing your affections under circumstances that must cost you a great deal of pain”
(446). According to the head, whether or not an action should be undertaken
is determined by a calculation of utility: “Everything in this world is matter of
calculation. Advance then with caution, the balance in your hand. Put into one
scale the pleasures which any object may offer; but put fairly into the other the
pains which are to follow, and see which preponderates” (448). Based on its cal-
culations, the head concludes that wooing Cosway was an error; but even more
strongly, it attacks friendship in general, claiming, “The art of life is the art of
avoiding pain. . . . The most effectual means of being secure against pain is to
retire within ourselves, and to suffice for our own happiness” (448–49).
Premised on philosophical positions familiar to Jefferson such as Epicurus’s
doctrine of ataraxia (mental tranquility through isolation), the head advocates
an individualism divorced from the social world. By cutting Jefferson off from
the uncertainties of social relations it plans to avoid pain and heartache.12

As the man within the breast, Jefferson’s head scolds the heart’s irrational
longings for love, noting, “I reminded you of the follies of the first day, intend-
ing to deduce from thence some useful lessons for you” (446). The heart does
not comply with the head’s “useful lessons,” instead criticizing the head for
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“getting us to sleep with your diagrams and crotchets” (445), and for champi-
oning “in such elevated terms” its “frigid speculations” at the expense of the
“generous spasm of the heart” (450). Deploying what Emma Rothschild calls
the eighteenth-century’s “conflict of political thermometers,” the heart
employs the tropes of warmth and coolness to attack the head for its frigid
rationality and its lust for solitary order:

When the poor wearied souldier, whom we overtook at Chickahominy with his

pack on his back, begged us to let him get up behind our chariot, you began to

calculate that the road was full of souldiers, and that if all should be taken up our

horses would fail in their journey. We drove on therefore. But soon becoming

sensible you had made me do wrong, that tho we cannot relieve all the distressed

we should relieve as many as we can, I turned about to take up the souldier; but

he had entered a bye path, and was no more to be found: and from that moment

to this I could never find him out to ask his forgiveness (450–51).13

According to the heart, the head’s calculations lead to asocial, egoistic behav-
ior that prevents Jefferson from helping fellow humans in need. For the head,
the self is the ultimate marker of moral worth; the heart feels otherwise, lead-
ing Jefferson to heartbreak.

Jefferson’s head assumes the position of the “internal spectator,” rendering
judgment on his behavior and recommending isolation as a remedy for the
heart’s romantic longings. Advocating isolation is logical for someone with a
broken heart, yet the prominent role and stultifying criticism of Jefferson’s
head suggests a break with the Scottish Enlightenment. In fact, Jefferson’s let-
ter upends the Scottish Enlightenment’s elevation of the passions to preemi-
nent status as it was famously described by David Hume’s statement that
“Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can never pre-
tend to any other office than to serve and obey only.” Further, the Scottish
Enlightenment assumed that “the heart was often another word for moral
sense,” as Wills writes. The moral sense was the rightful guardian of the indi-
vidual for Scottish philosophers. Jefferson’s letter, however, suggests that for
him the moral sense was subordinate to his head’s rational calculations. The
head’s attacks on the heart’s romantic behavior, which put the heart on the
defensive, support White and Boyd’s conclusions that the head wins the letter’s
heated debate—making this a strange love letter indeed.14

“A DIVIDED EMPIRE”: STYLE AS ARGUMENT IN JEFFERSON’S LETTER

We can now begin to see why interpreters of Jefferson’s love letter have been so
puzzled. After all, is Jefferson’s head or heart victorious? Though the head

DISCIPLINING JEFFERSON 419



speaks first, scolding the heart with gusto, the heart speaks last, dominating the
concluding pages of the dialogue by speaking all lines. In these final pages,
Jefferson attributes the victory of the American Revolution to the heart: “If our
country, when pressed with wrongs at the point of the bayonet, had been gov-
erned by it’s heads instead of it’s hearts, where should we have been now?
hanging on a gallows” (451). On some level, Jefferson surely intended the heart
to be victorious, because in his love letter the heart champions friendship and
the head assaults it. It would have been a contradiction to write a love letter
attacking love; yet, in a manner, this is what Jefferson did.

In The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smith argues that virtuous individuals
internalize society’s norms, hence becoming spectators of their own actions:
“The man of real constancy and firmness . . . does not merely affect the senti-
ments of the impartial spectator. He really adopts them. He almost identifies
himself with, he almost becomes himself that impartial spectator, and scarce
even feels but as that great arbiter of his conduct directs him to feel.” For
Smith, the “wise and just man” of “constancy and firmness” internalizes the
judgments of others and of society more generally, thereby regulating his
behavior. This was a valuable insight for Smith because self-policing citizens
made an orderly state possible. Jefferson was interested, like Smith, in politics
without revelation; in Notes on the State of Virginia (1787), he attacked “reli-
gious slavery,” arguing that “Reason and free enquiry are the only effectual
agents against error.” In place of religion and God, he spoke in the Declaration
of Independence of “Nature’s God” and often turned to nature and natural
history for instructions about governing. Smith and Jefferson had similar
philosophical interests, and I take it to be no coincidence that Smith’s descrip-
tion of the modern subject’s split psychology prefigures the performances of
head and heart in Jefferson’s letter. Indeed, I read Jefferson’s letter as a drama-
tization of Smith’s psychological theories in The Theory of Moral Sentiments.15

Jefferson’s dialogue between head and heart, in turn, fills an important gap
in Smith’s moral psychology. According to philosopher James R. Otteson,
“Smith does not delve further into the theory of mind” underlying his psy-
chology, nor does he “explain how it is possible to have two streams of con-
sciousness between which one must choose—or, indeed, who or what it is that
chooses between them. . . . In fact, he offers no metaphysical conception of the
soul at all.” Jefferson’s letter not only suggests how two streams of conscious-
ness can exist within the mind, but also demonstrates the proper role of each
and how disputes would be resolved. Though Jefferson begins the letter as a
fractured self, the head becomes the man within the breast and gains control
over Jefferson’s heart as the argument unfolds. How this is done, and why it
matters, will be demonstrated by considering the letter’s style. In Browne’s
words, “we have in Jefferson a thinker, writer, and speaker who remained
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invested his entire adult life in the art of rhetoric.” Jefferson was indeed a mas-
ter rhetorician who wielded his pen with a delicate concern for the style of his
compositions. By analyzing the rhetorical registers of the heart, it is evident
that the heart stylistically evolves, and it is this rhetorical evolution that
demonstrates that Jefferson was effective within the text at disciplining his
heart.16

The head’s continued scolding of the heart, aimed at impressing the impor-
tance of calculation and slandering the emotional randomness of romantic
sentiment, is reinforced by its style, which suggests, as the head told the heart,
that “This is not a world to live at random” (448). The passages in which the
head speaks are marked by three orderly features. First, by inductive and
deductive logical reasoning. Second, by a lack of rhetorical markers of emo-
tion—there is only one exclamatory sentence, and every sentence is connected
to the previous sentence in the manner that Blair called “style periodique.” And
third, by what Blair called “antitheses,” or binary pairs brought together for
comparison: warmth and coolness; balance and anarchy; sense and impru-
dence; randomness and calculation; above and below; withdrawal and engage-
ment. The last paragraph of the head’s dialogue is particularly illustrative:

The most effectual means of being secure against pain is to retire within our-

selves, and to suffice for our own happiness. Those, which depend on ourselves,

are the only pleasures a wise man will count on: for nothing is ours which

another may deprive us of. Hence the inestimable value of intellectual pleasures.

Ever in our power, always leading us to something new, never cloying, we ride,

serene and sublime, above the concerns of this mortal world, contemplating

truth and nature, matter and motion, the laws which bind up their existence,

and that eternal being who made and bound them up by these laws. Let this be

our employ. Leave the bustle and tumult of society to those who have not talents

to occupy themselves without them. Friendship is but another name for an

alliance with the follies and the misfortunes of others. Our own share of miseries

is sufficient: why enter then as volunteers into those of another? . . . A friend dies

or leaves us: we feel as if a limb was cut off. He is sick: we must watch over him,

and participate of his pains. His fortune is shipwrecked: ours must be laid under

contribution. He loses a child, a parent or a partner: we must mourn the loss as

if it was our own. (449)17

The head’s words, including this passage, are logical in content and are con-
structed in style periodique. The head claims that, because no one can take
them away and thus they are safe, and because the best pleasures are the safest
pleasures, that therefore pleasures depending solely upon the self are best—
hence solidifying a stance of isolation. In this passage, the head speaks of intel-
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lectual pleasures alongside serenity, withdrawal, and truth, and opposes these
“safe” pleasures to friendship, society, engagement, bustle, tumult, folly, and
misfortune. This strategic use of dialysis allows the head to draw a logical bor-
der; if the heart stands for friendship, it necessarily stands for heartache and
disorder as well.

Significantly, the heart adopts the head’s style at the letter’s close, espousing
its romantic values in the language of the head. This is how Jefferson performs
the process of disciplining his heart. When the heart speaks in the first 15 para-
graphs of the argument, 18 of the first 44 sentences are marked by exclamation
points to reveal emotion. The sentences are also rhythmically choppy and lack
logical connectives. For example:

And our own dear Monticello, where has nature spread so rich a mantle under

the eye? mountains, forests, rocks, rivers. With what majesty do we there ride

above the storms! How sublime to look down into the workhouse of nature, to

see her clouds, hail, snow, rain, thunder, all fabricated at our feet! And the glori-

ous Sun, when rising as if out of a distant water, just gliding the tops of the

mountains, and giving life to all nature!—I hope in god no circumstance may

ever make either seek an asylum from grief! With what sincere sympathy I would

open every cell of my composition to receive the effusion of their woes! . . .

Deeply practised in the school of affliction, the human heart knows no joy which

I have not lost, no sorrow of which I have not drank! Fortune can present no

grief of unknown form to me! Who then can so softly bind up the wound of

another as he who has felt the same wound himself? But Heaven forbid they

should ever know a sorrow!—Let us turn over another leaf, for this has dis-

tracted me. (447)

This passage, in which the sentences are inflected and the clauses are simple
and brief, exemplifies Blair’s style coupé. This simple style of end-stop phrases
is distinct from the head’s style periodique, and thus at this point the differing
characters of the head and heart are expressed in differing styles.

However, the heart’s rhetorical register shifts as the argument progresses.
The final three pages of dialogue, which many historians have utilized as evi-
dence for the heart’s victory, stylistically mimic the head: the prose is logical
and connected; reasoning is pronounced; structural binaries are dominant;
emotion withers away. The heart justifies its points in the head’s style, as is
apparent in the following comparison:

Head: I often told you during it’s course that you were imprudently engaging

your affections under circumstances that must cost you a great deal of pain: that

the persons indeed were of the greatest merit, possessing good sense, good
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humour, honest hearts, honest manners, and eminence in a lovely art: that the

lady had moreover qualities and accomplishments, belonging to her sex, which

might form a chapter apart for her: such as music, modesty, beauty, and that

softness of disposition which is the ornament of her sex and charm of ours. But

that all these considerations would increase the pang of separation: that their

stay here was to be short: that you rack our whole system when you are parted

from those you love, complaining that such a separation is worse than death

(446).

Heart: When nature assigned us the same habitation, she gave us over it a

divided empire. To you she allotted the field of science, to me that of morals.

When the circle is to be squared, or the orbit of a comet to be traced; when the

arch of greatest strength, or the solid of least resistance is to be investigated, take

you the problem: it is yours: nature has given me no cognisance of it. In like

manner in denying to you the feelings of sympathy, of benevolence, of gratitude,

of justice, of love, of friendship, she has excluded you from their controul. To

these she has adapted the mechanism of the heart. Morals were too essential to

the happiness of man to be risked on the incertain combinations of the head.

She laid their foundation therefore in sentiment, not in science. . . . A few facts

however which I can readily recall to your memory, will suffice to prove to you

that nature has not organised you for our moral direction. (450)

Here, the heart couches a logical argument in style periodique and not the
emotional style coupé, claiming that because the head is uncertain, morals
must be trusted to the heart—hence boomeranging accusations of irresponsi-
bility back upon the head. The heart’s solution of “a divided empire” is for-
mulated in the head’s binary logic. Binaries (“antitheses”) mark the heart’s
final words: right and wrong, sentiment and science, hope and despair. At the
letter’s close, the heart’s style coupé morphs into style periodique; thus, there is
a stylistic metamorphosis of the heart, and it was through the style of his let-
ter that Jefferson disciplined his heart. Though he does not totally disavow the
heart’s sociality, he forces his heart to speak the language of reason, perhaps
with the hope that if it speaks rationally it would also behave rationally.

Jefferson advocates “a divided empire” in which the heart manages the
virtues associated with romanticism (sympathy, benevolence, gratitude, love,
and friendship), and the head those valued by the Enlightenment (science,
architecture, calculations). Both the head and the heart have their roles in the
divided empire of Jefferson’s mind; as Smith instructed his readers, “Wise and
judicious conduct . . . is the best head joined to the best heart.” Jefferson sug-
gests how this divided empire should be managed: through a process of self-
regulation whereby individuals are forced by “the man within the breast” to
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speak rationally. Having both his head and his heart speak rationally was
important for Jefferson because he, like many other politicians at the time,
viewed the self as a performance. Even though his mind was divided—and
though Jefferson was suffering from the psychological trouble that Tocqueville
called “a sort of inner shuttering”—by skillfully manipulating the style of his
prose, he was able to create the appearance of rationality. This leads to a larger
conclusion about Jefferson’s rhetorical culture. By adopting a rational style,
even the most irrational being could be perceived as rational—even someone
like Jefferson himself, who designed an impractical home (Monticello) he
could not afford, and often judged other public figures by his norms of friend-
ship, leading to irrational vendettas against those who crossed him (for exam-
ple, Vice President Aaron Burr and Chief Justice John Marshall). Douglas
Adair demonstrates that elites in the eighteenth century were preoccupied
with how others would view them and their legacies, and as a prominent pub-
lic figure, Jefferson undoubtedly desired to appear rational. Further, Jay
Fliegelman demonstrates that morality in Jefferson’s time was tied to a culture
of performance in which politicians were obsessed with representing the
virtue of their inward characters to external spectators. In a theatrical milieu
and an inchoate “public sphere” in which the public and private affairs of
politicians were widely scrutinized, Jefferson’s emphasis on style was appro-
priate because performance mattered.18

Suffering from the heartbreak of a lost love, Jefferson compromised his
heart in order to prevent future heartaches. Having the heart adopt the head’s
style was a way of rendering it docile; if the heart was forced to speak logically
with syllogisms, enthymemes, and antitheses, then external spectators like
Maria Cosway would necessarily respond to it as though it was rational.
Rational speech hence provokes rational responses in a self-fulfilling prophecy
of isolation. At the same time, having the heart speak the letter’s most memo-
rable and final lines was an attempt to trick Maria Cosway into believing that
his heart’s love for her was superior to his head’s scorn. Perhaps sending mixed
messages was a way to ensure that the head disciplined the heart; for Cosway’s
confusion engendered a negative response to Jefferson’s affection, which in
turn deepened his heartache and validated the head’s status as the manager of
the body politic. Paradoxically, by simultaneously desiring and not desiring
Cosway’s love, and manifesting this ambivalence through the letter’s style,
Jefferson assured himself that she would not love him back.

Cosway’s October 30, 1786, response demonstrates that, as a love letter,
Jefferson’s dialogue was a failure. She claims that Jefferson’s letter made her
think of love, but also of the inner workings of the human psyche, about which
she complains: “You seem to be Such a Master on this subject, that whatever I
may say will appear trifelling, not well express’d, faintly represented . . . but

424 RHETORIC & PUBLIC AFFAIRS



felt.” Offering a standard interpretation of Jefferson’s letter in line with the
Enlightenment doctrine that women feel and men think, Cosway thus recog-
nizes that the head dominated the letter. Indeed, she laments the fact that she
could not write something as calculated as Jefferson, but instead could only
write what she “felt,” which would be “trifling” like the heart’s style coupé. Her
response is also angry, perhaps at receiving such a cold letter from a potential
lover. Because of her anger and confusion, she is hesitant to respond to his love
letter. Though she admires Jefferson’s writing, she expresses bewilderment,
noting, “for with difficulty do I find a line but after having admired it, I
recolect some part concerns Me.” Cosway became befuddled; Jefferson’s love
letter failed her expectations.

Expecting a gushing symphony of romantic sentiments, Cosway’s confu-
sion is understandable because Jefferson’s love letter violated the eighteenth
century’s norms for epistolary rhetoric. Authoring love was a complicated
affair, for the writings of Samuel Richardson and Jean-Jacques Rousseau cre-
ated strict generic conventions for romantic love letters. Both Richardson and
Rousseau were popular in Jefferson’s America; Clarissa, Or the History of a
Young Lady (1748) was one of the best-selling novels in America during the
late eighteenth century, and Julie ou la nouvelle Héloïse (1761) was, along with
Émile, one of Rousseau’s most influential books in America. Jefferson knew
and respected both authors, recommending the April 1761 William Kenrick
translation of Rousseau’s Julie and also Richardson’s Clarissa to his nephew,
Robert Skipworth. Both authors detailed the standards for love letters.19

Richardson’s major novels, Pamela and Clarissa, were comprised of collec-
tions of letters exchanged between major characters. In addition to his novels,
Richardson wrote a popular letter-writing manual, Familiar Letters on Important
Occasions (1741). This manual codified conventions for many types of letters,
including romantic letters. Eleven examples in his manual were romantic letters,
and taken together they defined the genre. Letter LXXIV, “From a respectful
Lover to his Mistress,” opened with a reference to passion, and continued to
make a claim for the man’s sincerity: “I can only assure you, madam, that the
heart of man never conceived a stronger or sincerer passion than mine for you.”
Letter LXXV, “The Answer,” opened by praising the man’s modesty, and ended
“You, sir, best know your own heart; and if you are sincere and generous, will
receive as you ought, this frankness from Your humble Servant.” In these two let-
ters, sincerity, generosity, modesty, frankness, and passion were praised. When
passion was absent or, even worse, challenged, the effectiveness of a romantic let-
ter was compromised, as Richardson demonstrated in letter LXXIX, “A
Gentleman to a Lady, professing an Aversion to the tedious Forms of Courtship.”
The courtier began passionately, but continued to break the rules of the genre by
dismissing courtship: “To try by idle fallacies, and airy compliments, to prevail
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on your judgment, is a folly for any man to attempt who knows you.” This suitor
refused to compliment his love, and her response was telling: “I am very little in
love with the fashionable methods of courtship: Sincerity with me is preferable
to compliments; yet I see no reason why common decency should be discarded.”
She continued, “There is something so odd in your stile, that when I know
whether you in are jest or earnest, I shall be less at a loss to answer you.” For
Richardson, true love was not flattery, sophistry, or dishonesty—it was clear,
plain, sincere, and seductively passionate.20

For both Richardson and Rousseau, the love letter persuaded through ethos,
not logos. As literary critic Thomas McFarland argues, in Rousseau’s Julie,
“[t]he elevation of feeling to the ontological heights was accompanied by an
undercurrent of hostility to reason.” Like Richardson’s novels, Rousseau’s Julie
was framed as letters between the stories’ protagonists, Saint-Preux and Julie.
In the preface, Rousseau claimed that “a letter that love has truly dictated, a let-
ter from an honestly impassioned lover will be loosely written, verbose, drawn
out to great lengths, disorderly, repetitious. The lover’s heart, full of overflow-
ing emotion, keeps saying the same thing over and over and never finishes say-
ing it, like a living spring which endlessly gushes forth and is never exhausted.”
After reading a love letter, “you feel your soul touched; you feel moved with-
out understanding why.” For Rousseau, a lover abandons reason and becomes
insane with passion, as Saint-Preux did in letter XIV: “What have you done, ah!
what have you done, my Julie? You wanted to reward me and you have
destroyed me. I am drunk, or rather, I am insane. My senses are disordered; all
my faculties are disturbed by that fatal kiss.” Rousseau’s letters in Julie were in
large part hostile to reason, for it was not reason but passion that navigated the
emotional realm of the lover. As they laid out the generic constraints for a love
letter, Richardson and Rousseau provided a set of rules that Jefferson violated
in his letter. Indeed, as Cosway recognized, though Jefferson’s heart was ini-
tially drunk with despair, his letter became fundamentally rational, hence
transgressing the standards of epistolary rhetoric. Tellingly, Jefferson and
Cosway never saw one another again.21

JEFFERSON’S FANTASY: THE LANGUAGE OF REASON AND THE

PSYCHOLOGY OF ORDERLY PUBLIC AFFAIRS

Though insanity found a welcome home in love letters and was praised by
proto-romanticists like Rousseau, its presence in politics was less desirable. In
the aftermath of the Revolutionary War, the 13 loosely united states of
America were rocked by crime, domestic violence, and popular uprisings
against the government as the progress of modernity seemed to unravel.
Events like Shays’s Rebellion in Massachusetts, which occurred in the winter of

426 RHETORIC & PUBLIC AFFAIRS



1786–87 while Jefferson was still in Paris as farmers took up arms against the
state government to achieve tax relief, caused widespread consternation and
furthered the movement toward a federal constitution with coercive powers
for repressing future “rebellions.” In line with the eighteenth-century’s promi-
nent discourse about madness, Shays’s Rebellion and other popular uprisings
were described in psychological terms. Writing to Jefferson in Paris, Abigail
Adams told him that “[i]gnorant, wrestless desperadoes, without conscience
or principals, have led a deluded multitude to follow their standard.”
According to Jefferson’s friend Benjamin Rush, one of Philadelphia’s leading
abolitionists and social activists, “Shays will now be left a solitary example of
political insanity and wickedness.” Similarly, an article appearing in a
Massachusetts newspaper called the events a “publick act of madness and
extreme folly.” For these authors, though popular violence was sanctioned in
America before and during the Revolutionary War, after independence it was
madness.22

Several authors described why madness must be eradicated from the
United States—because insanity implied an absence of mental control, and the
comparable political situation was anarchy. The Anarchiad, published serially
in Connecticut newspapers in 1786 and 1787 by the famed Connecticut poets
known as the “Wits”—David Humphreys, Joel Barlow, John Trumbull, and
Lemuel Hopkins—prophesized that Shays’s Rebellion would destroy the state:

Behold the reign of anarchy, begun,

And half the business of confusion done.

From hell’s dark caverns discord sounds alarms,

Blows her loud trump, and calls my Shays to arms,

O’er half the land the desperate riot runs,

And maddening mobs assume their rusty guns . . .

Now sinks the public mind; a death-like sleep

O’er all the torpid limbs begins to creep;

By dull degrees decays the vital heat,

The blood forgets to flow, the pulse to beat;

The powers of life, in mimic death withdrawn,

Closed the fixed eyes with one expiring yawn;

Exposed in state, to wait the funeral hour.23

The Anarchiad diagnosed the period following the Revolutionary War as a
“reign of anarchy,” and feared that the nation-building project would end in
“one expiring yawn.” Rush reached similar conclusions, arguing that “the
minds of the citizens of the United States were wholly unprepared for their
new situation” following independence from Great Britain. Observing the
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general postwar anomie and the events of Shays’s Rebellion with horror, Rush
claimed that “the excess of the passion for liberty, inflamed by the successful
issue of the war, produced, in many people, opinions and conduct which
would not be removed by reason nor restrained by government.” Hence, he
labeled the “insanity” of common citizens “anarchia,” a disease that would be
treated by a new array of institutions, including the clinic, the asylum, and the
school.24

Jefferson came to a different conclusion. In fact, he praised Shays’s
Rebellion, telling Abigail Adams, “I like a little rebellion now and then. It is like
a storm in the Atmosphere,” and William Stephens Smith, “What signify a few
lives lost in a century or two? The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time
to time with the blood of patriots & tyrants.” Further, he told James Madison
that rebellions are “a medecine necessary for the sound health of government.”
Jefferson lauded these events because he believed they preserved the revolu-
tionary “spirit” of political participation beyond the Revolutionary War. His
response to Shays’s Rebellion, however, was more ambiguous than these fre-
quently cited quotations let on. In fact, he told Stephens Smith that Shays’s
Rebellion was “founded in ignorance,” and that it provided British propagan-
dists with ammunition for their attempts to create the appearance of “our
being in anarchy.” In a revealing series of questions, he asked, “Yet where does
this anarchy exist? Where did it ever exist, except in the single instance of
Massachusetts?” Like other politicians concerned with nation building,
Jefferson reported that Shays’s Rebellion resulted in anarchy and was founded
in “ignorance.”25

Though Jefferson defended Shays’s Rebellion, he nevertheless had reserva-
tions about it—and his greatest fear was that it would provoke a conservative
backlash that resulted in despotism. Jefferson’s fears were piqued by John
Adams, who instructed him, “Dont be allarmed at the late Turbulence in New
England. The Massachusetts Assembly had, in its Zeal to get the better of their
Debt, laid on a Tax, rather heavier than the People could bear; but all will be
well, and this Commotion will terminate in additional Strength to
Government.” Adams was prophetic, because Shays’s Rebellion did end by
increasing the strength of government. In fact, those who were eager to con-
solidate power in a federal constitution used Shays’s Rebellion to advance their
cause. This caused Jefferson to grouse that the Constitutional Convention “has
been too much impressed by the insurrection in Massachusetts: and in the
spur of the moment they are setting up a kite to keep the hen-yard in order.”
Jefferson feared the consequences of despotism, which he characterized as
“government of wolves over sheep.” As he told Madison, he was frightened that
politicians would observe Shays’s Rebellion and “conclude too hastily that
nature has formed man insusceptible of any other government but that of
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force, a conclusion not founded in truth, nor experience.” Jefferson did not
fear anarchy per se but its consequences: that anarchy would yield powerful
rhetorical justifications for despotism.26

For Jefferson, rebellions were problematic precisely because they provided
the perfect rhetorical justification for despotic government. As he noted,
“Unsuccessful rebellions indeed generally establish the incroachments on the
rights of the people which have produced them.” Recalling the British govern-
ment’s attempts to coerce dissent in the years leading up to the Revolutionary
War, Jefferson in the 1780s offered an alternative form of governance to despo-
tism that I label “disciplined democracy.” In 1789, he told Richard Price that
“the American war seems first to have awakened the thinking part of this
nation in general from the sleep of despotism in which they were sunk,” sug-
gesting that revolutions were praiseworthy because they awakened citizens to
the importance of participating in politics. The debates over the Constitution
provided further evidence for this point, offering “a new and consolatory
proof that wherever the people are well informed they can be trusted with
their own government.” Jefferson’s faith in the ability of citizens to govern
themselves explains his outrage at despotism, which denied this capacity. In
the aftermath of Shays’s Rebellion, he repeatedly expressed his hope to his cor-
respondents that the “rebels” were not punished too harshly, telling Abigail
Adams, “I hope they pardoned them,” because “the good sense of the people
will soon lead them back, if they have erred in a moment of suprize.” Further,
he told Edward Carrington that “I am persuaded myself that the good sense of
the people will always be found to be the best army. They may be led astray for
a moment, but will soon correct themselves.” Thus, as he instructed
Carrington, “Do not be too severe upon their errors, but reclaim them by
enlightening them.” Instead of punishing them, Jefferson called on politicians
in America to instead enlighten malcontents.27

The solution to domestic problems, then, was enlightenment—which
explains Jefferson’s faith in “the good sense of the people” to correct the “igno-
rance” of events like Shays’s Rebellion. The social hope that education would
enlighten citizens and stabilize the nation was foundational to modernity.
“The modern world-view,” Zygmunt Bauman writes, “proclaimed the unlim-
ited potential of education and self-perfection. Everything was possible, with
due effort and good will. Man was at birth a tabula rasa, an empty cabinet,
later to be covered and filled, in the course of the civilizing process, with con-
tents supplied by the levelling-up pressure of shared cultural ideas.” As
Bauman argues, modernity creates the faith that individuals can be molded,
reformed, and hence changed. The purpose of disciplined democracy, then, is
to create a stable polis by enlightening citizens through rational education.
Most elites at this time agreed that to enter into politics citizens had to become
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rational. Though only rational beings had a place in public affairs and social
intercourse, then, Jefferson held out hope that citizens could be taught to be
rational and law-abiding, which would allow for greater political participation
and also temper the violence of postwar America through education.28

For Jefferson, education would play an essential role in the public affairs of
the United States. In 1786, he praised education by writing, “I think by far the
most important bill in our whole [Virginia Commonwealth] code is that for
the diffusion of knowledge among the people. No other sure foundation can
be devised for the preservation of freedom, and happiness.” Similarly, he wrote
in the 1818 plan for the University of Virginia that education was designed

to develop the reasoning faculties of our youth, enlarge their minds, cultivate

their morals, and instill into them the precepts of virtue and order; To enlighten

them with mathematical and physical sciences, which advance the arts, and

administer to the health, the subsistence, and comforts of human life; And, gen-

erally, to form them to habits of reflection and correct action, rendering them

examples of virtue to others, and of happiness within themselves.29

Universities would hence serve a vital purpose in the United States, for at these
institutions students develop internal disciplinarians that would function like
Jefferson’s head. For Jefferson, if citizens could develop “reasoning faculties”
that would help them learn the “precepts of order,” and if they could be
formed in the “habits of reflection and correct action,” then the dream of a
self-regulating society was obtainable as citizens, and not armies, repressed
their disorderly inclinations. By advocating a society based on education,
Jefferson was participating in an epistemological shift that Friedrich Nietzsche
labels “the internalization of man,” whereby individuals were taught to regu-
late themselves through the development of conscience (or, in Adam Smith’s
terms, the man within the breast). If all citizens were like Jefferson, and would
only learn to discipline themselves through self-reflection, there would be no
need for the coercive state violence of despotism.30

I therefore read Jefferson’s October 26, 1786, letter to Maria Cosway as the
key to understanding his political psychology and also his response to Shays’s
Rebellion. After all, his lost love and his response to the rebellion were cotermi-
nous. In a December 1786 letter to John Adams requesting information about
Shays’s Rebellion, Jefferson told Adams, “I can never fear that things will go far
wrong where common sense has fair play. I but just begin to use my pen a little
with my right hand, but with pain”; and he similarly began a letter to Abigail
Adams the next day by noting,“An unfortunate dislocation of my right wrist has
for three months deprived me of the honor of writing to you. I begin now to use
my pen a little, but it is in great pain, and I have no other use of my hand.” His
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hand still aching from his fall, and his heart still wounded from Cosway’s depar-
ture, Jefferson learned about Shays’s Rebellion and formulated his response as he
coped with the heartbreak of a lost love. How his head came to rule his heart is
thus relevant to how Shays’s Rebellion and other popular uprisings might be
resolved. If citizens could be enlightened—taught to internalize society’s norms
and then use the man within the breast to guide their actions—then they could
regulate themselves. This, in turn, would ensure that their actions were not
labeled “anarchy,” thereby removing any justifications for transforming the U.S.
government into despotism based on the coercion of “anarchia.”31

By attempting to leap over the Parisian fountain, and failing, Jefferson pro-
jected himself into the future as a marker of the limitations of governance and
the need for an enlightened polis. As his head suggested, Jefferson’s behavior
was romantic and irrational; he let his bodily desires and his childish fantasies
determine his actions. Just as Jefferson’s creaky body could only do so much
(and perhaps not enough for a woman 16 years his junior), the body politic
had boundaries that could not be transgressed. By attempting an action that
he could not complete, Jefferson brushed up against his physical limitations,
but he also brushed up against political limitations when Maria Cosway left
France, and rhetorical limitations when he failed to persuade her to love him
as he loved her. Though he was a powerful politician and a Renaissance man,
Jefferson’s agency was bounded; yet he failed to listen to his head, and there-
fore he failed to govern his body in line with those boundaries, breaking his
wrist. The agent in him, his heart, reached outward, toward others, toward
Maria Cosway, toward friendship, toward love; the spectator in him, his head,
turned inward. Jefferson’s broken wrist thus had something in common with
Shays’s Rebellion. When he behaved as though his agency was unlimited, he
behaved like the participants in Shays's Rebellion, who acted as though the
government could not discipline them. Leaping over the fountain was like
shooting a rebellious gun; both were transgressions against order, and both
should be overcome, according to Jefferson, through rational education. That
is, if only citizens would listen to the man within the breast—which undoubt-
edly would sound a lot like Jefferson.
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