CREATING A REPUBLIC OF VIRTUE

INDEPENDENCE, NOW WHAT? 

 Having won their independence, Americans chose a form of government based wholly on the consent of the people, ie. a Republic. 

 There were three definitions of republicanism. 

 1) The Classic definition was based on the history of ancient Greece and Rome   It said that a republic would succeed if it was small in size with a homogeneous population.  This theory was held mainly by the members of the educated elite.  In accordance with this theory private interests should be sacrificed for the good of the whole in exchange for equality of opportunity. Society would be ruled by a natural aristocracy based on merit.  A well-known Massachusetts family which held this view was the Adams family. 

 2) The second definition was based on Adam Smith's  economic philosophy of rational self-interest.  Individuals would improve their own economic and social circumstances and as a result the entire nation would benefit.  This view was held by some of the elite and also by some skilled craftsmen.  A well-known individual who held this view was Alexander Hamilton. 

 3) The third definition was more egalitarian.  It held that there should be wide-spread participation in political activities.  The government should be responsive to the needs of the people.  The ability of the gentry to represent the people adequately was questioned.  This view was held mostly by the illiterate or barely literate.  It was a democratic view.  A prominent man who upheld this view was Thomas Paine. 

 All three views were based on the assumption of national virtue as the hallmark of a republic. 

NATIONAL VIRTUE AND THE ARTS 

 People looked to the arts to reinforce virtue and to convey messages of nationalism to the public.  However, some saw the arts as vices contradictory to virtue. 

 LITERATURE 

The first novel written in the United States was by William Hill Brown and was named The Power of Sympathy.  It was published in 1789.  It was a story of seduction to warn young women of the evil lurking around. 

The first successful American play was named The Contrast.  It was written by Royall Tyler and was published in 1787.  This play contrasted a good man with a bad man. 

The most popular book of the era was Life of Washington written by Mason Locke Weem and published in 1800.  Mythical stories portraying the virtues of Washington became legendary. 
 PAINTING 

 Gilbert Stuart and Charles Willson Peale painted numerous portraits of American leaders.  John Trumbull portrayed the important events of American history. 

 ARCHITECTURE 

 Architects attempted to portray American ideals.  Thomas Jefferson, who had a great interest in architecture, recommended copying Roman styles.  He recommended the architectural principles of 1) simplicity of line, 2) harmonious proportions, and 3) a feeling of grandeur.  Benjamin H. Latrobe 
incorporated these principles in his plans for the Capitol in Washington D.C. 

A WORM IN THE REPUBLIC OF VIRTUE 

By the mid-1780's some Americans perceived signs of luxury and corruption in the Republic.  The resumption of European trade brought fashionable clothing.  Homespun was abandoned.  Balls and concerts, gambling and card playing, social clubs for young people signaled danger to some. 

In 1783 the Society of the Cincinnati was established, an hereditary organization of Revolutionary War officers and their descendants.  This seemed to some to be a dangerous action injurious to a virtuous republic in that it could be the beginning of an aristocracy. 

EDUCATIONAL REFORM 

 During the Republican period education was seen as a way of teaching children the lessons of virtue.  The 1780's and 1790's brought two significant changes in education.  First, some northern states began to use tax money to support public elementary schools.  Second, schooling for girls was improved on the premise that mothers needed to be educated in order to teach their children. 

 Judith Sargent Murray published a series of essays in the 1780's and 1790's arguing the equal intellectual ability of men and women.  She said that boys and girls should have equal educational opportunities.  Girls should be trained to support themselves.  Murray has been called the first 
American feminist. 

WOMEN'S ROLE IN THE REPUBLIC 

In a letter to her husband in March, 1776, Abigail Adams urged him to incorporate laws protecting women in the legal code.  She claimed women would not be bound by laws in whose creation they had no voice or representation. Abigail Adams called for reformation of the American law of marriage which made wives totally subordinate to their husbands. 

Due to an oversight in the writing of the New Jersey state constitution, the right to vote was given to property-holding white spinsters and widows and free blacks.  This situation prevailed until 1807.  

For the vast majority in the 18th. century the role of woman was in the home.  Woman came to embody self-sacrifice and disinterested republicanism. Women assumed responsibility for charity work and social welfare for the community. 
  

EMANCIPATION AND THE GROWTH OF RACISM 

Revolutionary ideology which proclaimed freedom and equality was contradictory to the existence of slavery.  States in the North had begun to outlaw slavery.  These included Vermont, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York, and New Jersey.  New Hampshire did not abolish slavery but there were no slaves in the state by 1800. 

In the South Virginia, Delaware, and Maryland changed laws that had restricted an owner's ability to free his slaves.  South Carolina and Georgia never did this.  North Carolina insisted that manumissions be approved by county courts. 

Before the Revolution few African-Americans were free.  Most of those who were free were mulattos.  The Revolutionary War changed the status of many blacks.  Escaped slaves, veterans of the army, and those emancipated by their owners contributed to the growth of free blacks.  By 1800 11% of the 
black population was free. 

In the Chesapeake there was a change-over from tobacco production to grain which was less labor intensive.  Owners began freeing "excess" slaves. Beginning in the 1780's freed slaves often went to Boston and Philadelphia. 

Emancipation did not bring equality.  Education, jobs, and the purchase of property were often difficult for blacks to acquire.  Blacks gradually developed their own institutions which provided schools, churches, insurance. 

Before the Revolution blacks were considered inferior but most attributed this to their environment and their enslavement.  After the Revolution southerners needed to rationalize their adherence to slavery. They argued that blacks were not fully human and that the principles of republican equality applied only to whites. 

Many, like Jefferson in 1781, said blacks were inferior in the "endowments both of body and mind."  Blacks were believed to be congenitally lazy, dishonest, uncivilized, and incapable of being civilized.  Blacks were said to be sexually promiscuous and black men lusted after white women. 

Benjamin Banneker, a free black surveyor, astronomer, and mathematical genius, challenged Jefferson's premise in 1791.  Jefferson replied that Banneker was an exception. 

The racist philosophy affirmed the superiority of whites whether rich or poor.  It opened a gulf between blacks and poor whites who might otherwise have united together against the elite. 
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