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ABSTRACT

THE POLITICAL, PHILOSOPHICAL,

AND RELIGIOUS THOUGHT OF

DR. BENJAMIN RUSH

by

Charles Irvin Switzer

This study of Rush's political, philOSOphical, and

religious thought stresses the intellectual interplay in

its develOpment between the scientific and religious tradi-

tions. Utilizing the scientific method and 18th-century

concepts of reason and natural law, Rush sought to perfect

society, and to create a science of government, morality,

religion, and mind. He believed science and Christianity

could combine into one system of thought.

Yet ironically the Puritanism in Rush's religious

thought, with its pessimistic convictions concerning

mankind, failed to harmonize with the utoPian aims of his

scientific beliefs. The tension between them explains

the inconsistency of his thought and his rejection of

mfience for theology as the more trustworthy basis for

tappiness.

Rush based his political thought on two principles--

that sound governmental theory, recognizing man's inherent

(hpravity, provided for its control, and that good govern-

Hmnt reflected scientific principles by reproducing in its

S'ltlr’ucture the Newtonian pattern for stability and by
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encouraging the growth and health of mankind. Since the

measure of good government was the physical and mental

health of its citizens, political science became a branch

of natural history. Using these criteria, he rejected

despotic governments because they failed to control human

depravity and to apply scientific principles, creating

disorder and mental and physical illness. But a republican

government succeeded, because it imitated the harmony of

the universe, controlled depravity, and encouraged health

and longevity in the species.

Rush's philosophy was Jeffersonian because it em-

phasized empiricism, associationism, and materialism--

views derived from his physiological theory of life. ASpects

of his philosophy, however, refused to adhere to Jeffer-

sonian thought. Influenced by Calvinism, he retained

deterministic views in contrast to Jeffersonian free will,

and eventually rejected a physiology of morals for Christian

nmrality. Moreover, he alternated between monistic

materialism and a dualism of mind and matter, liberty and

rmcessity. He qualified his empiricism, by preferring

theory to empiricism and by considering the existence of

mIintuitive mental faculty. He also gradually developed

askeptical fideism that rejected rationalism, denied

EHpgress, repudiated the scientific emphasis of the Enlighten-

mama and envisioned a millennium based on Christian faith.

Rush's religious creed contained many orthodox and
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heterodox principles, unified by the doctrine of universal

salvation and restitution. Convinced that science and

religion were compatible, Rush utilized natural history and

medicine to explain theology and Scripture. But his vision

of a natural history of religion and morals gradually faded,

although scientific analysis seemed to illuminate many of

his religious principles. Disillusioned by failure in his

humanitarian activities, he finally rejected science and

reason for religious fideism, grounding Christian morality

solely on Biblical faith.

Threading through his religious, philoSOphical, and

political thought, then, was an interaction of science and

religion that explained the contradictions in his thought.

Sometimes he synthesized opposites, as in his universalism

and republican theories, but frequently incongruity and

dissonance remained, especially in his philosophical beliefs.

The clash between science and religion in Rush's thought

was a manifestation of the conflict between two intellectual

traditions in America--the Enlightenment and the Puritan

heritage. Complicating the milieu of the Revolutionary

Age was the rise of romanticism, following closely the

impact of rationalism. Out of these conflicting ideas Rush

eclectically built his philOSOphy. To consider his Jeffer-

sonian thought exclusively, therefore, is to understand

only those ideas he repudiated for religious fideism. A

full comprehension of his thought requires an understanding

of all aSpects of his mind.
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Perhaps the greatest paradox revealed by this study

is the irony of the reformer who believed society could

be improved moving toward skepticism, losing faith in

reason, science, and man, finally believing only God could

better society.
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INTRODUCTION

"To Spend and be Spent for the Good of Mankind is

what I chiefly aim at," wrote Dr. Benjamin Rush (17M5-1813),

America's most eminent physician of the Revolutionary

period.l His distinguished--though controversial--career

as patriot, teacher, philosopher, essayist, physician,

scientist, and humanitarian reformer testified to his

selfless dedication to this creed. Yet ironically, as

L. H. Butterfield notes, "From 1790 onward Rush grew

steadily more disillusioned about saving the world through

any mundane agency."2 "The majority of mankind are madmen

EE.lEEEE’" declared Rush in 1811. "They differ in their

degrees of insanity, but I have sometimes thought the most

prominent in this general mental disease are those men who

by writing and reasoning attempt to cure them."3

By examining the nature of Rush's political, philo-

SOphical, and religious thought, we hope to shed light on

this rather dramatic shift from his faith in reform through

reason and science, to a faith in progress through God's

directive providence--from a reliance on the values of the

Enlightenment, to a reliance on the values of the Puritan

tradition. Though Rush constantly argued for the

anoeh Green, 1761, Letters of Benjamin Rush, ed. L. H.

Butterfield (Princeton, lgSI), I,"§L:hereaffer c1ted as

Letters.

 

2Butterfield, ed., Letters, I, lxxii.

3John Adams, July 20, 1811, Letters, II, 1090.

l
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compatibility of science and religion, ironically he

failed to synthesize them in his thought. In fact, this

imperfect assimilation of science with orthodox Christian

piety largely accounts for the contradictory and paradox-

ical nature of his ideas on theology, metaphysics, and

government.

Although Rush scholars have examined in detail the

major events of his remarkable life, the nature of his

medical practice and theory, and the important contribu-

u they have paidtions he made to education and reform,

relatively little attention to his political, religious,

and philosophical beliefs. For example, Nathan G. Good-

man, author of the only full-length biography of Rush, is

virtually silent on these areas of Rush's thought. A few

studies, however, have considered certain aspects of Rush's

philosoPhical ideas. Macklin Thomas has studied the idea

of progress in Rush; Daniel J. Boorstin and I. Woodbridge

Riley have examined his philosophical materialism in some

detail.5 By regarding Rush as a typical 18th-century

I”For example, Nathan G. Goodman, Benjamin Rush,

Physician and Citizen, 17H6-l813 (Philadelphia, 193%) and

Harry G. Good, Ben amin Rush and his Services 39 American

Education (Berne, Indiana, IBIS).

 

 

5Macklin Thomas, "The Idea of Progress in the Writings

of Franklin, Freneau, Barlow, and Rush" (Unpublished

dissertation, Wisconsin, 1938); Daniel J. Boorstin, The

Lost World of Thomas Jefferson (New York, 19u8); I. WSEa—

Bridge RiIeyj "Benjamin Rush as Materialist and Realist,"

Bulletin of Johns Ho kins Hos ital, XVIII (1907), 89-101.

Riley see§_RusH as a51cally a pEilosophical materialist,

though somewhat inconsistent, with touches of deism and

common sense realism.
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Jeffersonian rationalist and materialist, Boorstin has

presented only one side of his complex, heterogeneous

6 Reflecting the empirical and materialisticphilosophy.

concepts of the Enlightenment, Rush nevertheless exhibited

traditional views which stem from the Puritan heritage and

philosophical skepticism, and occasionally anticipated

ideas which were to emerge during the American Renaissance.

Rush, then, refused to be confined to any one system in

his political, philOSOphical, and religious thought;

rather he eclectically absorbed divergent concepts as he

saw fit.

What we shall attempt to demonstrate in this study,

then, is that the tension between science and religion

provided the dynamics of Rush's political, religious, and

philoSOphical thought. Under Rush's political ideas, we

shall see that his conviction of man's inherent depravity

conditioned his views on government, and that science pro-

vided both the pattern for and the evaluation of sound

political institutions. Anatomizing the various forms of

government, he argued that republicanism best achieved

order and well-being in society--although late in life he

frequently wondered whether any form of government could make

society better.

In the chapter on Rush's heterogeneous philosophy, we

5L. H. Butterfield, in his Introduction, Letters, I,

lxix, notes that in Spite of Rush's materialism:—HE—§hould

not be classed with deists like Franklin, Paine, or

Jefferson. ’
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shall see how his theory of the origin and maintenance of

life led to his basic empirical and materialistic philos—

ophy, and how these concepts influenced his thinking in

education, morality, and religion. We shall consider

some of his philosophical concepts that challenged his

empirical theory of knowledge and his materialism-—such as

a belief in the existence of a kind of intuitive mental

faculty and the mystical union of liberty and necessity.

We shall, also, examine the occasional drift in his think-

ing toward romanticism. Finally we shall trace Rush's

gradual shift from scientific rationalism to skeptical

fideism, as the key to the basic conflict between the

traditions of science and theology in his thought.

In the final chapter, we shall analyze his religious

beliefs, noting how universalism reconciled Rush's liberal

beliefs with certain orthodox Calvinistic tenets and again

stressing the relation between Rush's scientific principles

and his religious faith. We shall discover that Rush fin-

ally preferred a Christian faith, based on the Bible, to a

science of morals and religion as a foundation for national

happiness. "By renouncing the Bible," Rush observed to

John Adams, to whom he always confessed his deepest felt

feelings about life, "philoSOphers swing from their moor-

ings upon all moral subjects. . . . It is the only correct

map of the human heart. . . . All systems of religion, morals,

and government not founded upon it must perish. . . ."7

7Adams, Jan. 23, 1807, Letters, II, 936.
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CHAPTER ONE: BENJAMIN RUSH'S POLITICAL THOUGHT

I. Introduction

"That you may never mistake any of my opinions or

principles in my future letters," Rush wrote John Adams

in 1789,

I shall add to this long one that I am as

much a republican as I was in 1775 and 6, that

I consider hereditary monarchy and aristocracy

as rebellion against nature, that I abhor

titles and everything that belongs to the

pageantry_of government, that I love the

eo 1e But would sooner be banished to Ice-

Iang or Tobalski than gain their favor by

accommodating to one of their unjust popular

prejudices, that I feel a respect for my

rulers bordering upon homage but that I would

not 5e jolted two hours in the stage that

plies between New York and Philadelphia to

be the prime minister of the United States.

. . . Under all circumstances, I hope I shall

be excused in thinkin for m self at all

times and upon alI suéjects.x

 

 

 

This succinct, yet detailed, political credo suggests the

main outlines of Rush's political philosophy--his repub-

licanism, his hatred of monarchy and aristocracy, his

utilization of science as a test for governmental systems,

and, conditioned by the concept of human depravity, his

suspicion of popular government. Above all, it suggests

his political individualism. A political maverick, Rush

altered his party connections frequently—-not so much

because he changed his views as because no one party

lAaams, June a, 1789, Letters, I, 51a.
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consistently coincided with them.2

We shall, in this chapter, attempt to analyze the

republican philosophy of government Rush affirmed to Adams.

In discussing his political thought, we shall focus partic-

ularly on certain 18th-century scientific and theological

attitudes and assumptions that led him to accept a repub-

lican form of government and to reject other forms. In

addition, we shall consider his views on natural and civil

rights and trace his deepening political pessimism. But

first we shall briefly examine his political career and

party affiliations to see whether any distinct patterns

of thought emerge.

Rush attributed his conversion to republicanism to a

conversation in 1767 with John Bostock, a student at the

University of Edinburgh. He related in his autobiography

that Bostock

now opened his mind fully to me, and declared

himself to be an advocate for the Republican

principles. . . . Never before had I heard the

authority of Kings called in question. I had

been taught to consider them nearly as essen—

tial to political order as the sun is to the

order of our Solar System. For the first

moment in my life I now exercised my reason

upon the subject of government. I renounced

the prejudices of my education upon it; and

from that time to the present all my reading,

2"I have the highest respect for the public authority

of our country; but I am satisfied that the safety of our

infant republic consists in keeping a watchful eye over our

rulers and in exposing their faults with a manly freedom"

(William Shippen, Nov. 18, 1780, Letters, I, 258). "An

intolerant Spirit," Rush maintained, was "not less criminal

in politics than religion. . . ." (William Linn, May 4,

178%, Letters, I, 333).
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observations and reflexions have tended more

and more to shew the absurdity of hereditary

power, and to prove that no form of govern-

ment can be rational but that which is

derived from the Suffrages of the people

who are the subjects of it.

"This great and active truth," he added, "became a ferment

in my mind," and "I now . . . began to try the foundations

of my opinions upon many other subjects."u

In his account, Rush perhaps exaggerated the sudden-

ness of his republican conversion,5 for, as his letters

to Ebenezer Hazard in 1765-1766 show, he opposed the Stamp

act with a growing sentiment for "the spirit of liberty

among us."6 Though he claimed his new political principles

"had no effect upon my conversation or conduct" and there-

fore he "enjoyed in theory only the new and elevating

system of government," he prophetically suggested to John

Witherspoon in 1767 that the College of New Jersey under

Witherspoon's presidency would become "a bulwark of the . .

3"Travels Through Life," The Autobiogrgphy of Ben-

'amin Rush, ed. George W. Corner (Princeton, 19887, p. #6.

Rush arrived in Edinburgh in early November, 1766 (Ibid.,

p. #2, #2 n. 10), and presumably met Bostock soon after

his arrival. It would seem reasonable, however, to date

Rush's conversation with Bostock on republicanism in 1767

or later since it came not during the first meeting but

"in the course of our acquaintance" (Ibid., p. 46).

 

“Ibid.

5L. H. Butterfield suggests this (Ibid., p. #6 n. 19).

6Ebenezer Hazard, Nov. 8, 1765, Letters, I, 18. See

also Hazard, Nov. 18, 1765, Letters, I, 20; Hazard, March

29, 1766, Letters, I, 23.
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liberty of America."7 "I am resolved," he wrote Thomas

Bradford in 1768, "to devote my head, my heart, and my

pen entirely to the service of America. . ."8

Following his return from study abroad, Rush began

his revolutionary activity by writing several inflammatory

pieces, under various signatures, for Philadelphia news-

9 . .

papers. In 1773 he successfully urged, in a public

letter, that Philadelphians prevent the landing of the

East India tea ship Polly because this attempt "to enslave

us" threatened American liberty.10 In 1775 Rush suggested

to Thomas Paine that he write a pamphlet rallying the cause

for independence, read each chapter as Paine composed it,

helped to arrange for its printing, and gave it the title

Common Sense.11 Elected a delegate to the Continental

7"Travels Through Life," p. us; Witherspoon, Dec. 29,

1767, Letters, I, 48.

8Bradford, April 15, 1768, Letters, I, 54.

9"Travels Through Life," pp. 109, 112. See Jacob

Rush?, Jan. 19, 1769, Letters, I, 72; Jacob Rush?, Jan.

26, 1769, Letters, I, 73-75.

10"To His Fellow Countrymen: On Patriotism," Oct. 20,

1773, Letters, I, 84; William Gordon, Oct. 10, 1773, Letters,

I, 82, 82-83 n. 4. In a letter to Adams in 1809, Rus

recounted the successful resistance to the landing of the

East India tea ship in December, 1773. "The flame kindled

on that day," Rush concluded, "soon extended to Boston and

gradually spread throughout the whole continent. It was

the first throe of that convulsion which delivered Great

Britain of the United States" (Adams, Aug. 14, 1809, Letters,

II, 1013-1014). See also J. Thomas Scharf and Thompson

Westcott, Histor of Philadelphia, 1609-1884 (Philadelphia,

1884), I, ESTA;—8 .""’ _ “'—

 

11"Travels Through Life," pp. 113-115. Rush had

planned a similar tract himself. John Adams' autobiography
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Congress, July 20, 1776,12 Rush culminated his participa-

tion in the struggle for American independence by signing

the Declaration of Independence, August 2, 1776.13

After the Battle of Lexington, April 19, 1775, Rush

"considered the seperation [gig] of the colonies from

"1”
Great Britain as inevitable. "The decree of heaven I

believe is finally gone forth," Rush declared. "Britain

 

(The Works of John Adams, ed. Charles Francis Adams, Boston,

1830-I856, II, 507) substantiates Rush's account ("Travels

Through Life," p. 114 n. 21). See also Rush, "Commonplace

Book, 1792-1813," The Autobiography of Benjamin Rush, ed.

George W. Corner (PEInceton, 19487, ET 323, June 8, 1809;

Cheetham, July 17, 1809, Letters, II, 1008-1009.

  

12For a summary of Rush's activities in Continental

Congress, see Nathan G. Goodman, Ben'amin Rush (Philadel-

phia, 1934), pp. 56-62. See also "TraveIs Tfirough Life,"

pp. 117, 121, 121 n. 39; Charles Lee, July 23, 1776,

Letters, I, 103-104, 105 n. 6; Walter Jones, July 30, 1776,

Letters, I, 108; R. H. Lee, Dec. 30, 1776, Letters, I, 123;

UuIla Rush, Jan. 23, 1777, Letters, I, 130, 131 n. 3. On

the weakness of Continental Congress, see Rush's letters

to Julia Rush, July 23, 1776, Letters, I, 105-106; Patrick

Henry, Jan. 12, 1778, Letters, I, 182-183; Abigail Adams,

Sept. 3, 1778, Letters, I, 218; William Shippen, Nov. 18,

1780, Letters, 1, 256-260.

l3Letters, I, 90; "Travels Through Life," p. 119, 119

n. 33. RusH frequently commented on the effects of the

Declaration--see "Travels Through Life," p. 121; "Observa-

tions on the Government of Pennsylvania," The Selected

Writin s of Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert D. Runes (New York,

4 , .—81; Charles Lee, July 23, 1776, Letters, I, 103-

104; Walter Jones, July 30, 1776, Letters, I, I08; Elias

Boudinot, July 9, 1778, Letters, I, 475. In a letter to

Adams in 1811, Rush recalled the ceremony of the signing of

the document (July 20, 1811, Letters, II, 1090). Rush in-

cluded in his autobiography a serles of brief sketches on

the signers of the Declaration as well as other important

figures of the Revolution (Characters of the Revolutionary

Patriots, "Travels Through Life," pp. 138-158). Following

his own name, Rush wrote simply: "He aimed well" (Ibid.,

p. 148).

 

 

ll“"Travels Through Life," p. 112.
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and America will hereafter be distinct empires."15 In

his desire for independence, he "was actuated by the

double motives of the safety of my country and a predilec-

tion to a Republican form of government which I now saw

within her grasp."16

His opposition to the Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776

(he severely censured it in Observations upon the Present
 

Government 2: Pennsylvania, 1777)17 drew him from the
 

radical Whigs into the orbit of the moderate Whigs18 and

cost him his seat in Congress.19 From 1776 to 1790, in

response to the radical Pennsylvania government--"absurd

in its principles and incapable of execution without the

most alarming influence upon liberty"--Rush became

15Thomas Ruston, Oct. 29, 1775, Letters, I, 92. See

Julia Rush, June 1, 1776, Lgtters, I, I02.

16"Travels Through Life," p. 115. See also Adams,

July 11, 1806, Letters, II, 924, for Rush's views on the

necessity of separation.

l7Especially criticizing its unicameral legislature

and weak executive, he called for its immediate revision

("Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 54-84). See

the detailed account of this constitution and its conse-

quences in Robert L. Brunhouse, The Counter-Revolution

'32 Pennsylvania 1776-1790 (HarriEEUrg, I942).

 

 

18The moderates had stOpped short of revolution in

their opposition to Britain. Bitterly opposed to the

radical Pennsylvania Constitution, the moderates (i.e.,

Republicans or "anti-constitutionalists"), led by Robert

Morris, John Dickinson, James Wilson, and Rush, gradually

regained political control and drew up a new state consti-

tution in 1790 ("Travels Through Life," p. 130 n. 61).

19"Travels Through Life," pp. 130, 131 n. 1; Julia

Rush, Jan. 24, 1777, Letters, I, 130, 131 n. 3.
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20
increasingly conservative. Continually working for a

new state constitution, he played a significant part in

calling a constitutional convention in 1789.21 Completing

"the triumphs of reason and virtue," Rush exclaimed, the

new Pennsylvania Constitution of 1790 "comprehends in it

every principle of liberty and just government."2

Nationally, by 1787, Rush had virtually become a

Federalist. At the urging of John Dickinson, Rush pub-

licly recommended and defended the new Federal Constitution

and subsequently was elected a member of the Pennsylvania

7.23
ratifying convention in 178 The federal procession

20Anthony Wayne, April 2, 1777, Letters, I, 137. For

Rush's own summary of his political act1v1ty in Pennsylvania

during these years, see his letter to Adams, Feb. 24, 1790,

Letters, I, 532-534. Rush particularly opposed the Penn-

sylvania test laws (modified in 1786 and repealed in 1789)

because they were inimical to liberty and did not confer

"equal privileges upon every citizen of the state" (Richard

Price, April 22, 1786, Letters, 1, 385; , Nov. 10,

1784, Letters, I, 340-341 n. 3). ConsequentIy,PHe wrote an

anonymous pamphlet called Considerations upon the Present

Test-Law of Pennsylvania. . . , Phila.: Styner and Cist,

I784 TIEidT, I, 341 n. 37} See Goodman, Benjamin Rush,

pp. 72-73, for a summary of Rush's pamphlet.

21The recommendation that passed the Assembly orig-

inated at a meeting in Rush's house. He was one of the

signers of circular letters which produced the petition

for the measure (Rush, "Commonplace Book, 1789-1791,"

Autobiogrgphy, ed. Corner, p. 178, Sept. 15, 1789; Mont-

gomery, MarCh 27, 1789, Letters, I, 510 n. 3). In 1784

he criticized the defen31ve action taken by the Republican

Party and urged aggressive tactics to defeat the Consti-

tutionalists ( , Nov. 10, 1784, Letters, I, 340).

 

 

22John Montgomery, March 27, 1789, Letters, 1, 509;

, April 16, 1790, Letters, I, 5 .
 

23"TravelsThrough Life," p. 160, 160 n. 6.
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in Philadelphia, July 4, 1788, in honor of the new govern-

ment celebrated, Rush believed, "a new triumph of knowledge

over ignorance, of virtue over vice, and of liberty over

slavery"; it was, above all, the culmination of "every

wish I ever entertained in every stage of the Revolution

for the happiness of my country.2u

His publications supporting the new national govern-

ment revealed his growing conservatism. In an Address

. . . on the Defects g: the Confederation (1787), he con-
  

demned the Articles because they lacked coercive power,

vested sovereign power in a unicameral legislature, and

rotated its members too frequently.25 In a letter to Dr.

Richard Price of London in 1787, Rush supported the use

of force in creating a strong federal government:

You must not be surprised if you should

hear of our new system of government meeting

with some Opposition. There are in all our

states little characters whom a great and

respectable government will sink into insigni-

ficance. These men will excite factions among

us, but they will be of a temporary duration.

Time, necessity, and the gradual operation

of reason will carry it down, and if these fail

force will not be wanting to carry it into

execution, for not only all the wealth but all

the military men of our country (associated

in the Society of the Cincinnati) are in favor

of a wise and efficient government.

That Rush approved of a militant role for the Society of the

21*Elias Boudinot, July 9, 1788, Letters, I, 471, 475;

David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, 455.

25"On the Defects," 1787, Selected Writings, p. 27.

26Price, June 2, 1787, Letters, I, 418.
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Cincinnati--an organization that some believed favored

the overthrow of the democratic Confederation and the

establishment of a monarchy with Washington as its

head--showed the depth of his conservatism (however

temporary) at this time, especially in view of his usual

anti-militarism and his later Jeffersonianism.27

His public letter on the subject of morals, addressed

to ministers of all denominations, 1788, further revealed

his anti-democratic feelings; it contained a diatribe

(deleted significantly from the text in his Essays, 1798)

against frequent elections, as having "a most pernicious

"28 Finally. his arguments againstinfluence upon morals.

a bill of rights, in a letter to David Ramsay in 1788,

also aligned him with the Federalists against democratic

liberalism. Not only did he reject the need for a bill of

rights in the new Constitution, but he emphasized the

depravity of the people, compared democracy to a self-

destructive volcano, and stressed the necessity of law

to secure prOperty and protect person.29

After the revision of the Pennsylvania Constitution

in 1790, Rush, in contrast to his active participation in

27Price, June 3, 1787, Letters, I, 420 n. 3.

28"To the Ministers," June 21, 1788, Letters, 1,

467 n. 3.

29Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, 455.
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state and national affairs in 1773-1789, withdrew from

politics for the rest of his life. He did not campaign

actively for any candidate for office, though he frequently

discussed state, national, and international politics in

his letters, eSpecially those to John Adams and Thomas

30
Jefferson. When he accepted the post of Treasurer of

the United States Mint, November 27, 1797, from President

John Adams, he stipulated that he would not participate in

politics--as he explained:

Soon after I received my commission as

treasurer of the Mint, I told the President

of the United States that I must act towards

him as Dr. Ambrose did to Henry the 4th of

France when he sent for him to be his family

physician. He stipulated with the King

"never to see a battle nor to change his

religion." I begged in like manner to be

forever excused from taking a part in any

political controversy. The President smiled

and did not appear offended at the appiication

of the anecdote to the case in point.

30"Travels Through Life," p. 95, 95 n. 31. "Having

relinquished public pursuits, I led a retired life,

associating chiefly with my patients and a few literary

friends. I kept up a slender intercourse with public men.

I visited the President of the United States but once and

never heard a single Speech in the Senate or House of

Representatives during residence of either of them in

Philadelphia. I ceased to read such parts of the news

papers of our city as contained an account of the affairs

of our country. By thus keeping myself ignorant, I kept

myself indifferent to all the measures which agitated and

divided the United States during the memorable years in

which the government was administered by Genl. Washington

and Mr. Adams" (Ibid.).

31Ashton Alexander, Feb. 20, 1798, Letters, II, 797.

On this appointment, see "Travels Througfi‘EIfET pp. 102-

103, 103 n. 49; Butterfield, ed. "Appendix II: John Adams'

Appointment of Rush as Treasurer of the Mint," Letters,
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Rush tended to glory in his political indifference,

although he exaggerated his ignorance of public affairs.

"I still preserve," he wrote in 1798, "my neutrality upon

all public questions by the most studied ignorance of

them."32 He would not, he told James NcHenry in 1800,

surrender his "abstraction" from politics "to be President

"33
of the United States. In one of several allegorical

dreams that delighted Adams, Rush summed up his retreat

from political affairs:

About the year 1790 I imagined I was going

up Second Street in our city and was much

struck by observing a great number of people

assembled near Christ Church gazing at a man

 

II, 1209-1212. Since Rush had favored Jefferson's candidacy

over Adams' in 1796, many criticized Adams' appointment.

"Upon my being nominated by the President," Rush wrote in

Travels Through Life, "several persons remonstrated with

him against my appointment, urging that I was a French

Democrat" ("Travels Through Life," p. 102).

 

32Ashton Alexander, Feb. 20, 1798, Letters, II, 797.

"I grant that man is naturally a domestic, a social, and a

political or national animal," Rush wrote Adams, ". . . .

But those trible [thus in MS. triple? or tribal?] passions

have been and may be subdued. There are political as well

as social and domestic monks. Happy the man that in the

present state of our country has put on the hood and that

can look upon a neWSpaper and the history of town meetings

as an old friar looks upon a blooming young woman. If I

have not attained to this felicity, I have in a great

measure deserved it, for I generally hear and read with

the same indifference of the proceedings of the leaders

of both the great parties that now agitate and divide our

country" (Adams, Sept. 6, 1809, Letters, 11, 1019-1020,

1021 n. 7). See also Gates, Dec. 26, 1795, Letters, II,

768.

33McHenry, Aug. 12, 1800, Letters, II, 819. "While

children dispute and fight about tEelr gingerbread and

nuts, and party men abOut posts of honor, the pleasure

of one evening's successful investigation of a moral or

physical truth, or an hour spent in literary or philo-

sophical society, will more than outweigh all the Ambition

ever conferred upon her votaries" (Ibid.).



16

who was seated on the ball just below the vane

of the steeple of the Church. I asked what was

the matter. One of my fellow citizens came up

to me and said, the man whom you see yonder has

discovered a method of regulating the weather,

and that he could produce rain and sunshine and

cause the wind to blow from any quarter he

pleased. I now joined the crowd in gazing at

him. He had a trident in his hand which he

waved in the air, and called at the same time

to the wind, which then blew from the northeast,

to blow from the northwest. I observed the vane

of the steeple while he was speaking, but per-

ceived no motion in it. He then called for rain,

but the clouds passed over the city without

drOpping a particle of water. He now became

agitated and dejected, and complained of the

refractory elements in the most affecting terms.

Struck with the issue of his conduct, I said to

my friend who stood near to me, "The man is

certainly mad." Instantly a figured dressed

like a flying Mercury descended rapidly from

him, with a streamer in his hand, and holding it

before my eyes bid me read the inscription on

it. It was: "De te fabula narratur." The

impression of these words was so forcible upon

my mind that I instantly awoke, and from that

time I determined never again to attempt to

influence the opinions and passions of mg

fellow citizens upon political subjects. 4

Though increasingly reluctant to engage in politics

after 1790, Rush nevertheless shifted his political senti-

ments from the Federalists to the Jeffersonians. When

Hamilton submitted to Congress in January 1790 his famed

plan to fund the war debt and redeem at par heretofore

almost worthless script (most of which had passed into

the hands of speculators) paid to soldiers and creditors

during the Revolution, Rush's reaction was immediate and

3“Adams, March 23, 1805, Letters, II, 892-893. The

Latin quote is from Horace, Satires, I, 1, 69-70: "The

story is told of you yoursel .
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negative. "I feel disposed," he admitted to James Madison,

in February 1790,

to wish that my name was blotted out from having

contributed a single mite towards the American

Revolution. We have effected a deliverance

from the national injustice of Great Britain,

to be subjugated by a mighty act of national

injustiEe by the United States.

It is amusing to hear gentlemen talk of the

"public blessing" of a debt contracted to

foreigners and a few American speculators of

four or five millions of dollars a year.

Nothing fundamentally un'ust can ever produce

happiness in its issue. It will lay the found-

ation of an aristocracy in our country. It will

change the prOperty of nine-tenths of the free-

holders of the States, and it will be a lasting

monument of the efficacy of idleness, speculation,

and fraud above industry, economy, and integrity

in obtaining wealth and independence. Nor is

this all. It will be a beacon to deter other

nations and future generations from attempting

to better their situations, for it clearly

establishes this prOposition, that revolutions

gike party Spirit3§re the rage of many for the

eneflt of a few.

 

That Hamilton's funding system alone converted Rush

from a Federalist to an Antifederalist, or Jeffersonian,

position is hardly overstating the case. He considered

its injustice to Revolutionary soldiers a permanent blot

on the nation's virtue. Dashing his hOpes for an enduring

republic under the new Constitution, the funding system

and the speculative mania growing out of it were largely

reSponsible for the deepening political pessimism of his

35Madison, Feb. 27, 1790, Letters, 1, 539. See also

Madison, April 10, 1790, Lettersj’lj‘343; Thomas Fitz-

simons?, Aug. 5, 1790, Letters, 1, 569. For background,

see Corner, ed. "Appendlx 2, Background of the Speculation

of 1791-1792," Autobiography, pp. 366-368.
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last years.36 At this propitious time, his meeting with

Jefferson, March 17, 1790, completed his conversion and

made him a consistant (though moderate) follower of

Jeffersonian politics for the rest of his life.37

35Hadison, Feb. 27, 1790, Letters, I, 541-542 n. 2.

Rush recorded in his commonplace book, 1792-1813, and in

letters to friends evidence that would support Charles A.

Beard's thesis, in The Rise of American Civilization (New

York, 1927), I, 354:_3nd "ThE—Economic origins of Jeffer-

sonian Democracy," AHR, XIX (1914), 282, that some of the

members of Congress-WHO held certificates were unduly

influenced in their decisions. See "1792-1813," Autobio-

graphy, p. 217, March 30, 1792; p. 227, Aug. 27, 1797?”‘

Hadlson, April 10, 1790, Letters, I, 543; Aaron Burr, Sept.

24, 1792, Letters, I, 623; Adams, Jan. 6, 1806, Letters,

II, 913. ““"" ““‘“"

 

37Adams, April 13, 1790, Letters, I, 546, 548-549

n. 10; "1789-1791," Autobiograpfiy, p. 181, March 17, 1790.

"Visited Mr. Jefferson on‘his way to New York. It was

the first time I saw him since his return from France. He

was plain in his dress and unchanged in his manners. He

still professed himself attached to republican forms of

government, and deplored the change of opinion upon this

subject in John Adams, of whom he spoke with respect and

affection as a great and upright man" (Ibid.). Preferring

Jefferson to Adams when his two friends ran for the Presi-

dency in 1796, he nevertheless refused to view with alarm

the possibility of Adams' election: "It is expected that

Mr. Washington will retire next fall. If so, the contest

for his successor will be between Mr. Adams and Mr.

Jefferson. The former is devoted to monarchy in all its

forms and consequences. The latter is a pure republican,

enlightened at the same time in chemistry, natural history,

and medicine. He is, in a word, a Citizen of the World and

the friend of universal peace and happiness. How the con-

test will end I know not. Mr. Washington's friends will

support Mr. Adams. His enemies (for enemies he has) will

support Mr. Jefferson. Our country will flourish I hope

under any issue of the election, for Mr. Adams, with mon-

archical principles, is a republican in his manners and a

most upright, worthy man. He will govern without a council,

for he possesses great knowledge and the most vigorous

internal resources of mind" (James Currie, July 26, 1796,

Letters, II, 779). See also Samuel Bayard, Nov. 25, 1796,
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This review of Rush's political career, I believe,

suggests several distinct patterns in his thought. One

is the progressive shift from an idealistic to a realistic

appraisal of political affairs--aptly illustrated by the

contrast between his messianic apostrophe to liberty in

a letter of William Gordon in 1778 and his analysis in

1800 of the selfish motives of many Whigs who participated

in the act of separation from Britain.38 Another pattern

is his gradual loss of optimism, only momentarily halted by

his hopes for the new Federal Constitution in the late

1780's.33 If Rush's utopian vision of the Revolution in

his Hay 29, 1776, letter to his wife was ecstatically

optimistic, the disillusion of his June 13, 1808, letter

to Adams where he wished "I could erase my name from the

Declaration of Independence" demonstrated how subsequent

”0 As early as 1798events completely shattered his faith.

he lamented, "Happy should I be could I escape to the foot

of some western mountain where I should never hear the

names of liberty and government."l‘ll As he summed it up

to Adams in 1812, "I have been educated in the unbelief . .

of the perfectibility of governments composed of imperfect

38william Gordon, Dec. 10, 1778, Letters, I, 221-222;

"Travels Through Life," pp. 118-119.

39See "On the Defects of the Confederation," 1787,

Selected Writings, p. 31.
 

”OJulia Rush, May 29, 1776, Letters, 1, 99-100; Adams,

June 13, 1808, Letters, II, 966.

l”Ashton Alexander, Feb. 20, 1798, Letters, II, 797.
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materials.""2

That, in spite of his rather extreme conservatism in

the late 1780's, Rush was remarkably consistent in his

political principles forms an additional pattern. From

1766 to 1803 Rush's letters and autobiography reveal an

enduring belief in a republican form of government. "Upon

one question I was always decided," Rush emphasized in

Travels Through Li£3_(1800), "that was in favor of the

Republican form of the constitution of the United States."L'3

Even at the height of his federalistic beliefs, he stressed

that "I am as much a republican as I was in 1775 and 6,"

having "acquired no new opinions or principles upon the

subjects of republics by the sorrowful events we have

"1+”
lately witnessed in America. Rush still maintained this

position after he withdrew from the political arena;

". . . precarious as the tenure may be by which we hold

our excellent republican form of government," he wrote

Jefferson in 1803, "I still continue in my abstracted

situation and private pursuits in life to admire and prefer

it to all others as most consistent with the rational

nature and the moral and religious obligations of man."1'5

UrZAdams, Dec. 19, 1812, Letters, II, 1171. See also

Adams, June 10, 1806, Letters, II, 919.

”3"Travels Through Life," p. 95.

1”Adams, June 4, 1789, Letters, I, 514; Ramsay, Mar.

or Apr. 1788, Letters, 1, 45 .

L'5Jefferson, March 12, 1803, Letters, II, 859. "But

under these habits of retirement," he wrote Horatio Gates
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Actually, we could designate Rush a moderate avoiding

the extremes of pure democracy and absolute monarchy. He

once described his sole companion in political discussions

as one whose mind retained "the texture which the Revolution

gave it" because he was "neither a Frenchman nor an English-

”6 "The politicians hate me,"man" in political beliefs.

Rush confessed to Adams in 1810, "for being neither a demo-

crat nor a monarchist, neither a Frenchman nor an English-

man."1+7 Thus Rush's republicanism was a position which

embodied the 18th-century ideal of moderation, one which

eschewed extremism in either direction on the political

Spectrum.

It will be our purpose in the following sections,

then, to analyze the republican principles that Rush so

firmly and consistently held from his student days at

Edinburgh to his death in 1813 and that provided the moti-

vation for the roles he played in the drama of the American

Revolution and the new nation's struggle to form a more

perfect union.

 

in 1795, "my principles have undergone no change. The word

Republic is still music in my ears" (Gates, Dec. 26, 1795,

Letters, II, 768).

 

46Adams, Sept. 22, 1808, Letters, II, 983.

47Adams, Sept. 8, 1810, Letters, II, 1061. "We are

not 'all Federalists and all RepuBI1cans,‘ but we are

(with the exception of a few retired and growling neutrals)

all Frenchmen or all Englishmen. The men of both those

nations have immense advantages over you and me. By not

eating of the onions of either of them, we are constantly

exposed to the offensive breath of them both" (Adams, March

13, 1809, Letters, II, 998).
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Though primarily concerned with Rush's political

thought itself, we should note briefly some of the sources

of his ideas on government. His political views were in-

fluenced by four sources: books on political theory and

law, conversations with contemporaries, the Edinburgh and

London environments, and ancestral inspiration. The last

influence, more sentimental than actual, Rush derived from

his first American ancestor, John Rush, cavalry commander

under Cromwell, who came to Pennsylvania in 1683. "To

the sight of his sword," Rush remarked to Jefferson, "I

owe much of the spirit which animated me in 1774, and to

the respect and admiration which I was early taught to

cherish for his virtues and exploits I owe a large portion

of my republican temper and principles.""'8

The intellectual ferment brought about by residence in

Edinburgh and in London also played an important formative

role in his political thought. While in Edinburgh, wrote

Rush in Travels Through Lifg, "My attachment to political

justice was much encreased by my adopting republican prin-

"'49
ciples. In London, he met, among others, the political

radical John Wilkes and Mrs. Catharine Macaulay, "the

celebrated republican historian of England" (as he described

50
her), and joined their cotaries. From Wilkes, Rush wrote

”8Jefferson, Oct. 6, 1800, Letters, II, 825-826.

”9"Travels Through Life," p. 109.

50Ibid., p. 60. For Rush's account of conversations

with WiIkes and Mrs. Macaulay, see Ibid., pp. 60-62, and

for background on his relationship w1tH them, see Letters,
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his brother Jacob in 1769, "I heard a number of sentiments

. . . that would have done honor to a SIDNEY or a HAMDEN.

He is an enthusiast for AMERICAN Liberty . . . ."51 Rush

considered Mrs. Macaulay's History 2: England . . . ,
 

written in reply to Hume's tory interpretation of English

history, "of great importance to us in the present critical

situation of our affairs."52

Rush read most of the leading 17th- and 18th-century

political thinkers--Locke, Harrington, Montesquieu, Filmer,

Hobbes, Sidney, Blackstone, Foster--and attested to their

influence in his essays and letters. The reading of Sir

William Blackstone's Commentaries 93 the Laws of England
  

(1765) and Sir Michael Foster's Discourses upon a Few
 

Branches 9f the Crown Law (1762), he remarked in Travels,
 

partly accounted for "the relish for political science

which I felt in the beginning of the American Revolution."53

In his critical analysis of the Pennsylvania Constitution

of 1776, he called John Locke an oracle on the principles

of government, James Harrington and Hontesquieu oracles on

the forms of government--a designation indicative of their

 

I, 72-73 n. 1, 2; I, 71 n. l; "Travels Through Life,"

p. 59 no 550

51Jacob Rush, Jan. 19, 1769, Letters, I, 72.

52Jacob Rush, Jan. 26, 1769, Letters, I, 74.

53"Travels Through Life," pp. 76-77. Rush mentioned

reading Algernon Sidney's Discourses concerning Government

(1698), an 18th-century handbook ofIWhiggism, as a young

man (Adams, March 13, 1809, Letters, II, 997).
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impact on his political beliefs.5u

In addition to the influence of European writers,

his political principles, Rush recalled in 1800, "were

daily nourished by conversations with Saml. and Jno Adams,

David Rittenhouse and Owen Biddle, all of whom appeared to

"55 Rush's list was hardlybe republicans from choice.

complete, however, for the number of friends who, through

conversation and correSpondence, influenced Rush's political

thinking (the influence was reciprocal, of course) was

almost endless: Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Paine, John

Dickinson, James Madison, Patrick Henry, Joseph Priestley,

Richard Price, John Coakley Lettsom, Jacques Barbeu

Dubourg, Thomas Jefferson, John Witherspoon, and Francisco

de Miranda--to name only a few. Of these, Jefferson's

influence on Rush's political concepts was especially

important. Possessing "a genius of the first order"

that "was universal in its objects," Rush observed, Jeffer-

son "was not less distinguished for his political, than

his mathematical and philoSOphical knowledge."56 "I

consider you and him," he wrote John Adams in 1812, "as

the North and South Poles of the American Revolution. Some

5""Observations on the Government of Pennsylvania,"

1777, Selected Writings, p. 78. In his essay Rush also

suggested the negative influence of Thomas Hobbes' and Sir

Robert Filmer's political philosOphies when he called them

"destructive of human happiness" (Ibid.).

 

55"Travels Through Life," p. 115.

56Ibid., p. 151.
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talked, some wrote, and some fought to promote and estab-

lish it, but you and Mr. Jefferson thought for us all."57

The person who had the greatest impact upon Rush's

political philOSOphy was unquestionably John Adams, "my

first preceptor in the science of government," whose

Defence 2: the Constitutions 2: Government 2: the United
   

States (1787-1788) "shall be the Alcoran of my boys upon

the great subject of political happiness." "I owe more

than I can express to you," he wrote Adams in 1788, "for

your excellent volumes upon government. . . . You have laid

the world and posterity under great obligations by your

remarks. I am not more satisfied of the truth of any one

proposition in Euclid than I am of the truth of your lead-

ing propositions in government."58

Rush's debt, then, to his contemporaries, 17th- and

18th-century theorists, to the intellectual milieu of

Edinburgh and London, and to John Rush, his first American

ancestor, was considerable, but not slavish--as seen in

his remark to Adams that however great his obligation to

him, "we hold different Opinions upon some subjects. . ."59

S7Adams, Feb. 17, 1812, Letters, II, 1127.

58Adams, Feb. 12, 1790, Letters, I, 530; Adams, July

2, 1788, Letters, I, 468.

59Adams, Feb. 12, 1790, Letters, I, 530.
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II. The Scientific and Religious Foundations of Rush's

Political Thought

Before considering Benjamin Rush's political beliefs,

we should examine, in addition to the influences derived

from his contact with 17th- and 18th-century political

writers, certain fundamental premises that conditioned his

speculations. These assumptions will help to illuminate

and unify his numerous observations on the nature of govern-

ment. There are two key ideas, it seems to me, that are

particularly essential to a complete understanding of

Rush's political thought--his application of scientific

principles to a study of politics, and the political

implications of his belief in the inherent depravity of

the human Species.

Rush's concept of scientific government is the first,

and perhaps most essential of these keys to his political

thought. His belief that man could apply the methodology and

laws of Newtonian physics to an analysis of his political

institutions was hardly unique, of course, in an age that

saw no real difference between scientific laws and those

of human institutions. Using the perfection of Newton's

laws of motion as guidelines for human activity in every

field, men, the age believed, could work out a science

of man and society as precisely as in the physical

sciences. In fact, as Thomas Paine pointed out in The

Age 9f Reason, it became man's moral duty to imitate
 

26
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the reasonableness, regularity, and lawfulness of the

universe in all his endeavors. Thus the Enlightenment in

America abounded with efforts to develOp a science of

politics, to use the orderly universe as a pattern for

government--as seen, for example, in John Adams' evaluation

of the state governments by applying scientific principles

in order to refute Turgot's charge that they were not

scientific, and in the formation of learned societies for

the purpose of applying science to politics.60

Rush constantly--almost unconsciously--compared polit-

ical institutions to the Newtonian universe. He described

the new Federal Constitution as "the great machine" whose

"wheels" were to be "set in motion."61 Applying Newtonian

mechanistic imagery to political theory, Rush observed

that

I consider it is possible to convert men into

republican machines. This must be done, if

we expect them to perform their parts properly,

in the great machine of the government of the

state. That republic is SOphisticated with

monarchy or aristocracy that does not revolve

upon the wills of the peOple, and these must

be fitted to each other by means of education

before they can be made t8 produce regularity

and unison in government. 2

60Brooke Hindle, The Pursuit 9f Science in Revolu-

tionar America, 1735-1789‘Tthapel Hi117‘I956TT 557-377-

378; RusseI B. Nye, The Cultural Life of the New Nation,

1776-1830 (New York,'1960), pp. 65:6§;“"“““ ”” "

 

6lDickinson, July 15, 1788, Letters, I, 479.

62"Of the Mode of Education PrOper in a Republic,"

1798, The Selected Writings of Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert
 

D. Runes (New York, , p. 92f
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Judgment and evaluation were implicit in Rush's analogy.

The degree to which the political structure successfully

imitated the orderly, mechanistic universe determined its

efficacy and value. He condemned the Pennsylvania Consti-

tution of 1776 precisely because it was "a monster in

nature. If a republican form of government passed the

Newtonian test--as Rush believed it did--then monarchy and

aristocracy failed it: ". . . I consider hereditary mon-

"6'4

 

archy and aristocracy as rebellion against nature. . .

Similarly, Rush found a sound scientific basis for the

concept of popular sovereignty. If the Creator made "the

beauty and harmony of the universe" contingent on "the

universal and mutual dependence" of its component parts,

then it followed that government also must be "dependent

on those for whose benefit alone all government should

exist."65 The design and order of nature, therefore,

became for Rush a measure of value for political systems.

But it also served as a means for perfecting them.

Since government was a science reducible to fundamental

principles and forms, to fixed laws, Rush thought that man

should approach political problems in the spirit of scien-

66
tific investigation. "Government, like all other sciences,"

63"Observations on the Government of Pennsylvania,"

1777, Selected Writings, p. 71.
  

6L*Adams, June 4, 1789, Letters, I, 514.

65Nye, The Cultural Life 9; the New Nation, pp. 67-78.
  

66John Dunlop, July 3, 1779, Letters, 1, 235; "Oh-

servations," 1777, Selected WritingET—pT—78; "On the
 



29

argued Rush, "is of a progressive nature. The chains

which have bound this science in EurOpe are happily unloosed

in America. Here it is open to investigation and improve-

ment." By utilizing the techniques of the laboratory, man

could develop a political science that promoted stability

and happiness--as Rush put it, just as perishable matter

is "rendered durable by certain chemical operations," so

"it is possible to combine power in such a way as not only

to encrease the happiness, but to promote the duration of

republican forms of government" far beyond their usual

limits. Hence, through controlled experimentation, man

could fit "republican machines" together in "the great

machine of theggovernment."67

Though Rush viewed government scientifically and

constantly analyzed political problems according to New-

tonian principles, he was no naive believer in the per-

68
fection of human government. "While philOSOphy," wrote

Rush, "has protected us by its discoveries from a thousand

natural evils, government has unhappily followed with an

"69
unequal pace. He saw the folly of the framers of the

 

Defects of the Confederation," Selected Writings, p. 28;

Nye, p. 67.

57"Mode of Education," 1798, Selected Writings, pp.

91, 92.

68Nye, p. 69, notes that "Rush and Franklin were much

less certain of the reliability of a priori assumptions,

much more carefully inductive, and much less self-assured

about their conclusions."

69"Mode of Education," 1798, Selected Writings, p. 91.
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Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776 who thought it would last

forever because it was "the perfection of human wisdom."70

The fault lay, Rush believed, not in the perfect model, the

universe, but in imperfect human nature. "It would be to

dishonor human genius, only to name the many defects which

still exist in the best system of legislation." Neverthe-

less, Rush saw no reason to abandon the hope that American

reformers, through rational effort, might not improve the

lagging science of government.71

If Rush discovered patterns for imitation and criteria

for evaluation in natural philosophy, he also found addi-

tional tests for successful political institutions in

natural history. Turning to physiology and medicine, he

explored the relationship between the natural history of

the species and political science, between physical and

social health. "There is an indissoluble union," he

remarked, "between moral, political and physical happiness,"

and thus the best form of government was one "most favor-

able to animal life."72 From the standpoint of Lockean

environmentalism, Rush knew that good political institutions

favored the health of the human body--not merely in physical,

70"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 74.
 

71"Mode of Education," 1798, Selected Writings, p. 91.
 

72"Lectures on Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p.

168. Rush argued against Washington as The capitol because

its unhealthy environment would adversely affect government

and society and foster "party and malignant passions" (Adams,

Oct. 2, 1810, Letters, II, 1067).

 



31

but in mental and moral terms as well.73 "The dimensions

of the human mind," he suggested, "are apt to be regulated

by the extent and objects of the government under which it

is formed."7u Under a well-ordered, happy political society,

then, the human species flourished, but under a diseased

government, its citizens were liable to be morally, psycho-

logically, and physically ill.

Rush constantly sought evidence to support his conten-

tion that a healthy society composed of a vigorous and

growing citizenry was the most dependable measure of good

government and that illness was a symptom of social dis-

order. To illustrate the beneficial effects of political

liberty on the human species, he noted that it produced

"the greatest quantity of animal life" as well as "the

same increase of the quantity of mind."75 But a despotic

government, such as in Turkey, depressed the mental facul-

ties; "it weakens not only the understanding; but it

annihilates all that immense source of stimuli [to animal

life] which arises from the exercise of domestic and public

73Rush discussed the influence of environment on the

moral faculty in "The Influence of Physical Causes upon

the Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, pp. 181-211.
 

7L'David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, 454.

See also Nathanial Greene, April 15, 1782, Eetters, I,

268.

75Rush, Sixteen Introductory Lectures (Philadelphia,

1811), p. 109, quoIed in Daniel J. BoorSfIn, The Lost

World 2E Thomas Jefferson (New York, 1948), p. 282 n. 12.
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"76 Speculation over the script of the Bankaffections.

of the United States in August 1791, Rush noted, "excited

febrile diseases" in three patients, one of whom died in

a few days from a madness brought on by a successful sale

of script. The "Script mania" which kept Philadelphia in

a "paroxysm of avarice" for days "exhibited a truer picture

of a bedlam" than a market place.77 He also stressed the

reciprocal connection between individual and social health

when he hinted that excessive passions, such as pleasure

and ambition, not only disordered the human body but brought

with it social discord.78

Rush's Oration on Indian medicine (1774), which in

part compared the health of North American Indians with

that of civilized nations, was an excellent example of his

attempt to work out a scientific relationship between man

79
and his political society. Implying a close connection

76"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 166.
 

77Ibid., p. 169; "Commonplace Book, 1789-1791,"

Autobiogrgphy, ed. George W. Corner (Princeton, 1948), p.

203; Boorstin, The Lost World 2f Thomas Jefferson, p. 183.

In his "Commonplace Book, 1789-179 ," Rush kept a day by

day account of the mania over bank script (Autobiography,

pp. 203-207). In his essay on "The Influence of the

American Revolution upon the Human Body," Rush suggested

that the Speculative craze that seized many friends of the

Revolution "should rather be considered as a disease than

as a passion. It unhinged the judgment, deposed the moral

faculty, and filled the imagination . . . with airy and

impracticable schemes of wealth and grandeur." It was, he

concluded, a "species of insanity" (Selected Writings, p.

331).

 

 

 

 

78Boorstin, pp. 183-184; "Animal Life," 1799, Selected
 

 

79"Medicine Among the Indians of North America," 1774,

Selected Writings, pp. 254-292--especially pp. 283-290,
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between natural health and natural liberty, Rush suggested

that if men sacrificed either of them, "we pay too high a

price for the blessings of civilization." For example,

many customs, because they compensated for the loss of

natural health, became "necessary in the corrupt stages of

society"; women maintained their color with carmine and

their spirits with ratifia, and men protected themselves

from excessive heat and cold with lavender and hartshorn.

Moreover, a despotic society brought with it artificial

diseases which

extend themselves through every class and

profession among men. How fatal are the

effects of idleness and intemperance among

the rich, and of hard labor and penury among

the poor! What pallid looks are contracted

by the votaries of science from hanging over

the "sickly taper!" How many diseases are

entailed upon manufacturers, by the materials

in which they work, and the posture of their

bodies! What monkish diseases do we observe

from monkish continence and monkish vices!

We pass over the increase of accidents from

building, sailing, riding and the like. War,

as if too slow in destroying the human species,

calls in a train of diseases peculiar to civi-

lized nations. What havock have the corruption

and monopoly of provisions, a damp soil, and

an unwholesome sky, made, in a few days, in an

army! . . . Even our modern discoveries in

geography, by extending the empire of commerce,

have likewise extended the empire of diseases.

What desolation have the East and West Indies

made of British subjects! . . . I am not one of

those modern philosophers, who derive the vices

of mankind from the influence of civilization;

but I am safe in asserting, that their number

and malignity increase with the refinements of

polished life.

The health of society, then, was for Rush the measure

of its progress. "The state of a country in point of

population, temperance, and industry," he pointed out, His



    

.12»)

3.)....

31.:

so.0

.

in.)

on...

|...

.
1
-

I660



34

so connected with its diseases, that a tolerable idea may

be formed of it, by looking over its bills of mortality.

HOSPITALS, with all their boasted advantages, exhibit at

the same time monuments of the charity and depravity of a

people." Rush did not conclude, however, that civiliza-

tion must inevitably pay the price of ill health; what was

needed was a political and economic environment that

encouraged the health of the Species--namely, liberty:

The complete enjoyment of health is as com-

patible with civilization, as the enjoyment

of civil liberty. We read of countries, rich

in every thing that can form national happi-

ness and national grandeur, the diseases of

which are nearly as few and simple as those

of the Indians. We hear of no diseases among

the Jews, while they were under their democra-

tical form of government. . . . The inhabitants

of Switzerland, Denmark, Norway and Sweden,

enjoy the chief advantages of civilization

without having surrendered for them the bless-

ings of natural health. But it is unnecessary

to appeal to ancient or remote nations to

prove, that health is not incompatible with

civilization. The inhabitants of many parts

of New England, particularly the province of

Connecticu , are strangers to artificial

diseases.

And, as Rush made clear in his Lectures 22 Animal Life, the

reason for longevity and health in Connecticut was the fact

of 150 years of liberty.81

80Rush added in a footnote: "From a calculation made

by an ingenious foreigner, it appears, that a greater

prOportion of old-people are to be found in Connecticut,

than in any colony in North-America. They have no public

hospitals or poor-houses; nor is a beggar to be seen among

them. There cannot be more striking proofs than these

facts of the simplicity of their manners" ("Medicine

Among Indians," 1774, Selected Writings, p. 287 n. ).
 

81"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 168.
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The prOper economic environment was important too.

Because of the harmful effect of factories on health,

Rush cautioned "what kind of manufactures we admit among

us" and urged "the least restraint to those manufactories

among men, which admit of free air, and the exercise of

all their limbs." The greatest advantages to social health

and population growth, however, "can only be secured . . .

by AGRICULTURE," "the true basis of national health,

" stressed Rush, once again expli-riches and pOpulousness,

citly using health as a standard for successful institu-

tions. Throughout the Oration, then, Rush demonstrated

the vital connection between individual and social well-

being.

A particular application of Rush's thesis that the

human species flourished under prOper political conditions

was his "Account of the Influence of the Military and

Political events of the American Revolution upon the Human

Body" (1789).82 In it, Rush analyzed the relationship

between bodily and social health, and correct political

beliefs. If social upheavel affected man's physical and

moral well-being, how did the Revolutionary War affect

82"Influence of the American Revolution," 1789,

Selected Writings, pp. 325-333; Boorstin, pp. 181-183.

Rhsh also notedIIhe relation between disease and political

activity when he wrote William Marshall in 1798: "I

agree with you in deriving our physical calamities from

moral causes. Antifederal infidelity and Federal hypo-

crisy, with all the vices that flow from both, pervade

every part of the United States" Marshall, Sept. 15,

1798, Letters, II, 807).

 



36

Americans? Rush noted the increase of apoplexies in

Philadelphia during the winter of 177u-1775, "a period of

uncommon anxiety" while the colonies wavered between

reconciliation and rebellion. But once the hostilities

began, "the political events of the revolution," Rush

emphasized, "produced different effects upon the human

body, through the medium of the mind, accordingly as they

acted upon the friends or enemies of the revolution."

The Tories frequently suffered from a mental and phy-

sical disease Rush named "revolutiana"--called "protection

fever" by the common people because its chief cause seemed

to be the Loyalists' obsession for the protection of

property. Rush listed several causes of the disease: loss

of political influence, destruction of the Anglican hier-

archy in America, loss of wealth by cancellation of debts

and inflation, oppressive laws, and neglect by former

friends. For some, the disease was fatal. In South Caro-

lina, for example, several Loyalists who swore allegiance

to England to protect their estates died from "protection

fever" after the British troops evacuated Charleston. In

others, Rush reported, revolutiana indirectly was fatal

by driving the afflicted to exile, confinement, or spiritu-

ous liquors. As political disorder produced ill health

in the monarchists, so it affected the extreme radicals

adversely. "The excess of the passion for liberty," Rush

observed, ". . . produced, in many people, opinions and

conduct, which could not be removed by reason nor restrained
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by government. . . ." These Opinions so influenced the

understandings, passions, and morals of the liberals that

they "constituted a form of insanity" Rush designated as

"anarchia."

In sharp contrast to the maladies of the loyalist and

anarchist was the uncommonly good health of those with

proper political views--the Whigs. Rush noted that many

who supported the Revolution "were restored to perfect

health," citing particularly the many women cured of hys-

teria. In spite of defeats, loss of property, and even

the death of relatives, the friends of the Revolution

maintained "an uncommon cheerfulness." Moreover, Whigs

engaged in military actions enjoyed "extraordinary healthi-

ness," Rush reported, noting that the Philadelphia militia

of 1500 men, joining Washington's army in late 1776, sur-

vived the rigors of winter for six weeks with only two

falling ill and one dying—-remarkable Rush felt since most

of them were used to city life. He concluded that

The patience, firmness, and magnanimity with

which the officers and soldiers of the American

army endured the complicated evils of hunger,

cold, and nakedness, can only be ascribed to

an insensibility of body produced by an un-

common tone of mind excited by the love of

liberty and their country.

To Rush, the most significant evidence of the beneficial

connection between the American cause and bodily health

was the fact that during the war population flourished,

marriages were more fruitful than before, and many women

gave birth to children after many years of unfruitful
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marriage.

Thus Rush carefully develOped the relationship

between politics and health. A healthy, vigorous people

became the most important criterion for sound political

institutions; good government meant healthy citizens.

Rush utilized, then, the natural history of the human

species and the mechanically perfect cosmos as measure

and model for good government--as we shall see in the

ensuing sections.

Rush's view of human nature is the second key to an

understanding of Rush's political philosophy. Since it

formed the foundation for much of his thinking on the

subject of government, we must consider what faith Rush

placed in the common man and to what extent he believed

man was capable of self-government. Like many of his

contemporaries, Rush speculated constantly on man's essen-

tial nature. He agreed with John Adams that God created

man for society. "I grant," he emphasized, "that man is

naturally a domestic, a social, and a political or national

"83
animal. Yet he did not have--as we might expect from

83Adams, Sept. 6, 1809, Letters, II, 1019. To secure

his point, he added "that Horace's line is in general

true, 'naturam expellas furca, tanen usque recurrit [Though

you drive out nature with a fork, it will incessantly

returnJ'" (Ibid., II, 1019, 1021 n. 6). See also Adams,

Aug. 20, l8II, Letters, II, 1096. Adams noted that "Men,

in their primitive conditions, however savage, were

undoubtedly gregarious; and they continue to be social,

not only in every stage of civilization but in every

possible situation in which they can be placed" (The Works

of John Adams, ed. Charles Francis Adams (Boston 1850-1856)

(71,773.—"" ’ ’
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his belief in man's gregarious nature--an unqualified

faith in man's ability to govern himself. His belief in

man's natural depravity largely eXplains why he did not.

Like Adams, who had "perfect knowledge of human nature,"8L‘t

Rush viewed human nature in skeptical, pessimistic

terms. "Indeed, so consonant is frailty with everything

that belongs to human nature," he wrote, "that it may

perhaps be truly said that there is something radically

wrong in that man who . . . has never erred."85

Inevitably, this concept of human depravity colored

his political thinking. Believing that political events

such as the American Revolution demonstrated "the weak-

"86 Rush concluded thatness and folly of human nature,

not only were "men entrusted with power" receptacles of

depravity but "the people do not part with their full

proportions of it." "Reason and revelation," he eXplained

to David Ramsay in 1788, "both deceive us if they are all

wise and virtuous." Indeed, was not history as much a

record of the vices of the peOple as the crimes of kings?

Did not the immoral character of the citizens of the

United States prove "too plainly" that the peOple were as

8”Richard Price, April 22, 1786, Letters, I, 387.

85Adams, Aug. 22, 1806, Letters, II, 927. "we not

only repeat the errors of other people though warned by

their confessions to avoid them, but we repeat errors in

spite of our own experience and even our own sufferings

from them" (Adams, July 11, 1806, Letters, II, 923).

86Adams, April 13, 1790, Letters, I, sus.



HO

politically depraved as rulers?87 On one occasion, he

confessed bitterly to Adams "that during the whole of my

political life I was always disposed to suspect my

integrity if from any accident I became popular with our

"88 His conviction ofcitizens for a few weeks or days.

political depravity, moreover, increased rather than

diminished as he grew older. As he summed it up to Adams,

in the accents of Jonathan Swift:

But, my friend, why blot paper with any more

records of the folly and wickedness of man?

Were I compelled to write a history of any of

the human race, it should be of my lunatic

patients in the Hospital. There I should find

folly only, for most of them are innocent and

some of them amiable. There is not a French

Jacobin, nor a visionary Democrat, nor an Essex

Junto man, nor a priest deranged with Federalism

or Democracy, nor a governor compounding pray-

ing and fagting with party politics, among

them all.8

Rush attempted to explain man's evil political nature

in several ways--in terms of environmentalism, biology,

mental disease, and theology. Using Lockean psychological

theory, Rush suggested that the economic and political

environment helped to determine man's depravity. He was

convinced that bank foreclosures not only were "preparing

our citizens for a new form of government," but were "con-

verting independent freeholders into obsequious and venal

electors."90 He attributed the weaknesses and vices of

87Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, 1, 954.

88Adams, Feb. 12, 1790, Letters, I, 530—531.

89Adams, July 18, 1812, Letters, II, 1153.

90Adams, Dec. 21, 1810, Letters, II, 1073.
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the common peOple "in part to the errors and corruptions

of our government."91 Moreover, the natural, predatory

instinct in man, he believed, partly explained his politi-

cal venality. Basing his views on the biological fact that

man destroyed his own kind, Rush concluded that rulers who

possessed absolute power were essentially carnivorous, and

that without controls over the people's conduct, nothing

could "prevent their degenerating into savages or devour-

ing each other like beasts of prey."92

Added to his concept of man's cannibalism as a source

of political depravity was Rush's growing suSpicion that

politics was a form of mental illness, that the electorate

was mad. "Is there no method," he asked Adams,

of infecting persons with madness in order to

prevent their being offended and distressed

with the madness of their friends and the

public? Nat. Lee the poet was asked in a

cell in Bethlehem hospital "what brought him

there." He answered, "He had said the world

was mad, but that the world had said the same

thing of him, and that he had been outvoted

by the fools and knaves and madmen of our

country."93

ngoratio Gates, Dec. 26, 1795, Letters, II, 76. In

his Oration on Indian medicine, Rush observed that though

he was I'not one of those modern philosophers, who derive

the vices of mankind from the influence of civilization,"

he did believe "their number and malignity increase with

the refinements of polished life" ("Medicine Among Indians,"

177”, Selected Writings, p. 272).

92"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 73;

David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, 959. Consid-

ering Napoleon as a perfect example of man controlled by

predatory instincts, Rush prayed that God would free the

human race from "the fangs of this beast of prey" (Adams,

Aug. 29, 1808, Letters, II, 97”).

 

93Adams, Mar. 13, 1809, Letters, II, 997.



92

Hence Rush "kept from feeling the anger and contempt" that

Political factionalism created "by considering our citizens

as deranged upon the subject of their political and physi-

cal happiness."gu

If madness, predatory instincts, and environment fed

thelmainstream of political depravity, its chief source,

Rush believed, was the Calvinistic concept of innate human

depravitty, the consequence of man's original sin. However

varied iRush's explanations were for depravity, he always

rennnued to the Biblical one as primary:

In the clamors which have been excited

liitely against commerce, I have been led to

cxonsider the absurdity of deriving human

detuevity from any other source than that

Inecorded in the Bible. It has been ascribed

Ith only to commoners, but to kings, to

Chifferent forms of government, to the clergy,

afui by Ruisseau [sic] and some members of

lflle legislature of_Pennsylvania to science

Enid to colleges. Legislation founded upon

ans? one of these Opinions must necessarily

ENE erroneous and productive of misery. In

lflle Bible alone man is described as 33 £5.95

ASEhmfll summed it up, "Man is indeed fallen! He discovers

qudams, Aug. 19, 1805, Letters, II, 901.

95Adams, Jan. 13, 1809, Letters, II, 993. "It is some-
what remarkable that in none of the works of the primitive

fthers or reformers do we find plans for perpetual and

universal peace. They know too well what was in man to

Eelleve it possible in his present weak and de raved state.

Duch_plans have been suggested chiefly by infidels and

athelSts, who ascribe all that is evil in man to religion

:29 bad governments" (Adams, Nov. 17, 1812: Letters, 11:

68). Rush's statement is ironical in view of his own
If

Sijan of a Peace-Office for the United States," 1799,

-.EEEE ‘Writings, pp. 19-23.
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it every day in domestic, in social, and in political

life."96

Convinced of the essential depravity of man in govern—

ment, Rush considered its implications for his general

political theory. Since the electorate was "the meanest

ofgxaople," since "a large portion of our citizens are

ignorant, and an equal portion are idle and intemperate,"g7

Rush, éigreeing with Adams, concluded that governmental

restrttining power was necessary in order to limit the

politixzal power of the people. The people at large, he

arguedi in 1777, were not qualified to review magistrates,

to hudgfi laws, or to check legislative power, for such

direct ;participation in government by the people "proceeds

upon'the supposition that mankind are all alike wise, and

jUSt- . . ."98 Nor could they resist the influence of the

9ma1th3r few, he contended, laying the fault once again

"99
fl .

upon Thiman nature. In fine, man was not capable of

Inuestricted self-government--as he told Adams, man "can

be governed . . . only by accommodating law to his nature"

as d(ascribed by the Bible.100

96Adams, Apr. 13, 1790, Letters, 1, 595. Pessimistic

over the Hamiltonian funding plan at this time, Rush con-

Cluded that science and government were employed in vain

O‘Cure man's depravity. "Christianity is alone equal to

this business" (Ibid.).

Ad 97"l789-—l791," Autobiography, p. 190, Oct. 12: 1790;

amS, June 29, 1805, Letters, II, 898.

 

98"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 71.

99Ibid., p. 62.

lUOAdams, Jan. 13, 1809, Letters, II, 993.
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Nevertheless, as an heir of the 17th-century liberal

British tradition and its deep hatred of tyranny and as a

participant in a successful revolt against Oppressive

rule, Rush subscribed to the importance of the people's

liberty. Man was worth something; he was not totally

depraved.101 There was benevolence as well as depravity

d102; there were "fragments

of gocni" in the meanest of men; ". . . there never was

inlnunan nature, Rush declare

a sou]. so completely shipwrecked by vice that something

divine: was not saved from its wreck."103 Thus Rush, taking

a somewihat balanced view of human nature, was faced with

anlnuavoidable dilemma: though men were predatory and

deprthad, self interested and contentious, yet they counted

forsnnnething. Like James Madison and Jeremy Belknap, he

felt it: was indispensable that the people should have a

V0103, even if not an altogether trustworthy one. The

essence of the problem, as Rush saw it, was that "I love

13m PeOple but would sooner be banished . . . than gain

their favor by accommodating to one of their unjust popular

PPejudiees."lO”

101Nye, p. 102. .

102Rebecca Smith, July 1, 1791, Letters, 1, 585.

103Thomas Eddy, Oct. 19, 1803, Letters, 11, 875.

love :EuAdams, June a, 1789, Letters, I, 519. "Instill

e common people, he wfafE—HEratio Gates, With all

their weaknesses and vices . . ." (Gates, Dec. 25: 1795:

tters, II, 768).
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Perhaps, thought Rush, education was the way out of

the dilemma. Properly educated, men could participate in

government wisely and justly. Addressing the citizens of

Philadelphia in 1787, Rush explained the necessity of

educating the common man for government:

To a people enlightened in the principles

of liberty and Christianity, arguments, it

is to be hoped, will be unnecessary to per-

suade them to adopt these necessary and useful

institutions [free schools]. The children of

;poor people form a great proportion of all

(communities. Their ignorance and vices when

rueglected are not confined to themselves; they

éassociate with and contaminate the children

<3f persons in the higher ranks of society.

Indus they assist after they arrive at manhood

iJI choosing the rulers who govern the whole

cxommunity. They give a complexion to the

nuorals and manners of the people. In short,

vfluere the common people are ignorant and

\Licious, a nation, and above all a republican

tuition, can never be long free and happy. It

txecomes us, therefore, as we love our offspring

EHId value the freedom and prosperity of our

CCNJntry, immediately to provide for thS

achication of the poor children. . . l 5

Thus Rush maintained a qualified faith in majority rule--

as he expressed it: "In the uncultivated state of reason,

the OPinions and beliefs of a majority of mankind will be

wrong. In the cultivated state of reason, just opinions

and feelings will become general."106

In summary, any analysis of Rush's political philos-

OPhY that fails to consider the political implications of

Rush's complex view of human nature is incomplete. His

Let 105"To the Citizens of Philadelphia," Mar. 28, 1787,

%, I, 913.

of 106Macklin Thomas, "The Idea of Progress in the Writings

ti Franklin, Freneau, Barlow, and Rush" (Unpublished disserta-

CH1, Wisconsin, 1938), p. 236--quoted in Nye, p. 103.
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belief in the inherent depravity of the human species is

deeply imbedded in his political thinking; it accounts for

his conviction--in spite of his love of the common man--

that government must restrain man's erring passions. "The

penfiection of government," Rush asserted, "consists in

providing restraints against the tyranny of rulers on the

oneliand and the licentiousness of the people on the other."107

Only tflirough governmental restraints and free education

could Inan realize his political happiness.

107Adams, Oct. 12, 1779, Letters, I, 290.

 

 



III. Rush's Basic Political PhiIOSOphy

Armed with the thinking of some of the best European

and American minds on the subject of government, thoroughly

committed to the philosophy of political science, grounded

in Nenwtonian physics and natural history, and tempered

wifli an insight into the fallen nature of man, Benjamin

Ruai developed a theory of free government compounded of

simple: and complex elements. As Rush defined it:

It is one thing to understand the principles,

aJId another thing to understand the forms 0

gyavernment. The former are simple; the latter

tare difficult and complicated. There is the

ssane difference between prinCIples and forms

111 all other sciences. Who understood the

txrinciples of mechanics and optics better than

SiI~Isaac Newton? and yet Sir Isaac could not

fYDr his life have made a watch or a micro-

scepe.

ConthNJing his analogy between government and science, he

noted'that "a few simple elementary bodies compose all the

Better (of the universe, and yet how infinitely are they

CmmbiHEd in the various forms and substances which they

assume in the animal, vegetable, and mineral kingdoms. In

a like manner a few simple principles enter into the composi-

tlofl of all free governments." Though few and simple, Rush

exPlained, they "admit of extensive combinations, when

I‘educed to practice"; in fact, "they require them." To

llluStrate the dangers of simple forms of government, he

177 108"Observations on the Government of Pennsylvania,"

79 The Selected Writings of Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert

unes (New York, 1997), p. 78.

H7
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pointed out that "a despotic government is the most simple

government in the world, but instead of affording security

to property, liberty or life, it obliges us to hold them

all on the simple will of a capricious sovereign." Thus

all governments were "safe and free," he concluded, "in

prOportion as they are compounded in a certain degree, and

on‘fiue contrary, . . . all governments are dangerous and

tymnuiical in proportion as they approach to simplicity."109

ffhe union of simple principles and complex forms of

governnuent, then, formed the basis of Rush's political

theory. The basic principle of a constitutional govern-

ment, he believed, was that it was "instituted only for our

Imppincass"llo; its object was to provide "perfect security

forgnmoperty, liberty and life"--that is, for natural

rights-:lll Rush admired the new Federal Constitution,

therefoxxe, because its principles, or ends, of government

vmre sinmde and few, because it "establishes justice,

:hmures order, cherishes virtue, secures property, and

Inptects from every species of violence."112

Though the promotion of the "happiness of society, and

the Safety and well being of civil government" formed the

comeI‘stone of Rush's theory of free government, the

109"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 60.

110John Dunlap, July 3, 1779, Letters, I, 230.

lll"Observations," 1777, Selected Writiggs, p. 60.

112David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, ”54.
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application of these principles required complex forms.113

In Rush's Observations upon the Present Government a: Penn-
 

sylvania (1777), he developed at length a theory of free

government that distinguished between simple principles and

the diversity of forms needed to execute them. A free

governnent, Rush reasoned, consisted of three interrelated

parts: the bill of rights, the constitution, and laws.

At the: base of the hierarchy was the bill of rights, con-

taini11g_the "great principles of natural and civil liberty,"--

princigples that were "unalterable by any human power."

Next, “the constitution, as the "executive part" of the bill

of rigfiuts, contained "the division and distribution" of

theganple's power, "the modes and forms of making laws,

cfi'emecuting justice, and of transacting business," and the

limiUrtion "as to time and jurisdiction" of the powers

granteci to government. "Unalterable by the legislature,"

it coulnj be amended "only by a representation of the people,

(fimsen for that purpose." Even the "most perfect Consti-

tution," Rush felt, needed "occasional alterations" be-

cause of the inevitable course of events and shifts in the

"dispositions of a people." Finally, laws functioned as

the "executive part of a constitution." If they trans-

gressed "the principles of Liberty" contained in the con—

stitution and bill of rights, they no longer were binding.llu

113"Of the Mode of Education Proper in a Republic,"

1798: Selected Writings, p. 88.

lll”Observations," 1777, Selected Writiggs, pp. 5”, 77.
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Thus the structure of free government, in Rush's

theory, moved from the declaration of "simple" principles

in the bill of rights, to the compounded forms necessary

to implement these principles in the constitution and laws.

Ineemphasizing the limitations and the distribution of

political power, Rush's theory of government recognized

thalneed to control and restrain the natural depravity of

the pmaOple and their rulers. By implication, of course,

Rudl's philOSOphy of free government also embodied the 18th-

centurfiy compact theory-—government formed by agreement of

thejpecmfle in order to secure natural rights.115 As a

signer" of the Declaration of Independence, Rush assented to

these (concepts as well as to the right of revolution--that

is,Iflle right to abolish or alter governments become despotic

by mflyverting the people's natural rights. In 1779 he

indflfirted his acceptance of this principle when he declared

that Governments which had "departed entirely" from their

essen'tialprinciples "are to be cured by nothing but an

entire renovation of their constitution."116

Moreover, Rush's general political theory reflected

his belief that the structure of government should be

analagous to the form and harmony of the orderly universe.

sleilZRttszmwniidfiiisIt: fiifiiéiéiéifinuiiet‘éi U395?
“94%, If 1552):. 7 ’ ’ ’

116"Medicine Among the Indians of North America,"

177”: Selected Writings, p. 283.
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Bar example, he stressed the division of free government

intc: three parallelled, interdependent parts, as well as

"thxe division and distribution" of political power in the

cont31titution itself--that is, his concept of separate,

haleaxuced, and mutually checked powers. Thus when speaking

of' "<jifficult and complicated" forms of government, Rush

dici 110t have a formless, chaotic institution in mind, but

rtrt11<er one modeled after the perfect symmetry, intricacy,

otufieezr, and efficiency of the universe. In contrast to

frmaee government, the Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776,

{hiss}i. pointed out, lacked "style," "forms of business," and

DI‘CDIDser "distribution of the supreme power of the state."

Defiicient in "perspicuity and method," failing to separate

tilez legislative, executive, and judicial parts into "dis—

'tiIlczt heads," it was "jumbled together in a most unsystem-

atxicz manner."117 In short, it failed to meet the "scien—

t11i?i_c" standards of Rush's political theory. In summary,

thlsli's general theory of free government was based on four

t>r¥3nnises: first, the distinction between simple principles

attCi complex forms of government; second, the recognition

attél control of political depravity; third, the Lockean

concept of the social compact; and fourth, the harmony and

Order of the Newtonian universe.

Before we consider the specific forms of government

R . .

L181? thought most effectively and least effectively secured

117"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 55—56.
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the simple principles of government, we should briefly

note Rush's awareness of the difficulty of translating

theory into practice. Far from a naive idealist, Rush set

down his general theory of constitutional government Specif-

ical 1y to demonstrate how far the Pennsylvania Constitution

missed the mark. It failed on no less than six counts.

Fir-S1: of all, it failed to take 'into account "the ancient

habits and customs of the peOple of Pennsylvania" in the

distribution of power, by placing all of it--legislative,

executive, and judicia1--in a single legislature. Second,

it overlooked the weakness of human nature. Third, it con-

tained things that prOperly belonged in the bill of rights

01‘ in the laws. Fourth, the constitution conflicted with

the bill of rights on the matter of religious freedom.

Fif‘th, it failed to separate the powers of government into

independent branches. Sixth, it provided inadequately for

118
amendments. Even the new Federal Constitution, at

first praised as "the freest, purest, and happiest govern-

ment upon the face of the earth,"119 Rush eventually

120
C201ISidered a failure. As he grew older, his pessimism

fr’equently deepened into a despairing belief that no form

P 118"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 55—56.

0-? Rush's detailed examination of the first and fifth

polnts, see Ibid., pp. 57-78.

‘41“; 119John Coakley Lettsom, Sept. 28, 1787, Letters, I,

Ad 120James Madison, Feb. 27, 1790, Letters, I, 538—539;

ams, June 13, 1808, Letters, II, 965_—'—.
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of’ government could realize his basic political goal of

mart's happiness. At such moments Rush viewed government

as czhains and rulers as jailers--the inevitable result of

the: warring, predatory nature of fallen man. As he wrote

Adearns in 1810:

Do we not, my friend, mistake the nature of

government and the business and rank of the men

who rule us? Was not government one of the

causes of the fall of man? And were not laws

intended to be our chains? Of course. Are

not our rulers who make and execute those laws

nothing but jailers, turnkeys, and Jack Ketches

of a higher order? We give them titles, put

them into palaces, and decorate them with fine

clothes only to conceal the infamy of their

offices. As labor, parturition, and even

death itself (the other curses of the Fall)

have been converted by the goodness of God into

blessings, so government and rulers have in

some instances become blessings to mankind.

But this does not exempt them from the charge

which I have brought against them. Let us do

what we will to meliorate our government and to

choose wise rulers, we cannot frustrate the

designs of heaven. The former will always carry

in their construction marks of their being

other forms Only of jails, stocks, whipping

posts, cells, and dungeons, and the latter will

always exhibit, notwithstanding the disguise of

their titles, palaces, and dresses, the insignii21

of the offices I have already ascribed to them.

a . 121Ac1ams, Feb. 1, 1810, Letters, II, 103ll-1035. For

11 C1ILscussion of the role of the concept of the predatory

EgérFllre of the human Species in Jeffersonian political

ngence, see Daniel J. Boorstin, The Lost World _o_f_ Thomas

-—.§:§:§£§22,(New York, 1948), pp. l7I-135.

 





IV. Rush's Analysis of Political Despotism

Before considering the form of government Rush believed

mosat: beneficial to the general happiness of the people, we

ShELJ_l examine the forms he thought least beneficial. It

‘waes axiomatic to Rush that any government which destroyed

Inazl ' 5 natural right to life, liberty, and property and

tliraeaatened the mental and physical health of society122

unass despotic, and that uncontrolled power possessed by any

illciziyidual or group was the surest avenue to that des-

P<>1::ism~-the most "dangerous to the safety and liberties of

"123 Absolute power, wrote Rush,tliea community.

should never be trusted to man. It has per—

verted the wisest heads, and corrupted the

best hearts in the world. I should be afraid

to commit my property, liberty and life to a

body of angels for one whole year. The Supreme

Being alone is qualified to possess supreme

power over his creatures. It requires the

wisdom and goodness SE a Deity to control, and

direct it prOperly.l

Rush derived his concept that unchecked power corrupts

fITCIm his belief that man was a carnivorous and selfish

122Rush, in "Lectures on Animal Life," 1799, The

Selected Writings of Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert DT—fiunes

Iqufl York, 19H7), ET 165, noted that the despotism of the

T341fl<ish government not only weakened the understanding but

C11'll'lihilated the life-sustaining stimili produced by domestic

aJ‘Ci public affections.

 
 

1. 123"Observations on the Government of Pennsylvania,"

777, Selected Writings, p. 57.

8}] 12"Ibid., p. 57. "Absolute, unchnditional power;

dc3CDLlld belong only to God," said Rush. "It requires wis-

1.7In- and goodness to direct it" (Anthony Wayne, May 19,

77, Letters, I, 1H8).

5H
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creature--a view he shared with many Jeffersonians and

125
Federalists alike. "Men possessed of unlimited and

uncontrolled power," Rush observed in 1777, "are beasts

"126
of prey. The inevitable conclusion drawn from the

biological fact of man's destruction of his own kind and

the theOIOgical fact of the consequences of the Fall,

Rush's pessimistic view of human nature thus led him quite

naturally to view all rulers as "naturally disposed" to

127
corruption. Using Napoleon as a specific example, Rush

asserted that "Rulers become tyrants and butchers from

inS‘tinct much oftener than from imitation."128

125For the implications of this view of human nature

for- Jeffersonian political phiIOSOphy, see Daniel J. Boor-

S‘tin, The Lost World of Thomas Jefferson (New York, 1998),

PP - 173-5181. "It seeifi to be the law of our general

nature," Jefferson wrote in 1787, "in spite of individual

exeeptions; and experience declares that man is the only

er}3.mal which devours his own kind; for I can apply no

mlZLcler term to the governments of Europe, and to the general

Prey of the rich on the poor" (The Writings of Thomas

Jefferson, ed. Andrew A. Lipscomb—and AIEertTlIery Eergh

(Washington, 1903-1904), VI, 58: To Edward Carrington, Jan.

5 a 1787, quoted in Boorstin, The Lost World of Thomas

.Jefferson, p. 177). He observe—d—again in 1797:- "In truth

I do not recollect in all the animal kingdom a single

:Pecies but man which is eternally and systematically en-

aged in the destruction of its own species" (Writings, IX,

359 : To Madison, Jan. 1, 1797, quoted in Boorstin, p. 171;).

the Federalist John Adams used human depravity as one of

:tlie: basic premises of A Defence of the Constitutions. . . .

goorstin, p. 179, suggests that one—73f the reasons why the

effersonian did not develop a concept of "the survival

:Ff ‘the fittest," and did not "explicitly idealize power and

Dhe predatory talents" of man was his strong humanitarianism.

"Covetin cites Rush's humanitarianism as his prime example.

 

 

126"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 73.
 

127"To the Citizens of Pennsylvania of German Birth

and Extraction," Aug. 31, 1785, Letters, I, 367.

128Adams, Dec. 21, 1810, Letters, II, 1073.
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Given man's predatory instincts, then, naked power--

its inescapable consequence—-would corrupt the freest of

govearmnents, unless measures were taken not only to control

man '53 depravity but also to distribute political power.

R1811. reiterated these dangers to America throughout his

li;Eee . Restraints were necessary in government, he wrote to

lkitfihiony Wayne, because power is "apt . . . to become

arflozi.trary."l29 He would have agreed with Jefferson's

iJISSi_ght into the dangers of unlimited power in the Virgin-

14311 Constitution of 1776:

Mankind,soon learn to make interested uses

of every right and power which they possess,

or may assume. . . . With money we will get

men, said Caesar, and with men we will get

money. Nor should our assembly be deluded by

the integrity of their own purposes, and con—

clude that these unlimited powers will never

be abused, because themselves are not disposed

to abuse them. They should look forward to a

time, and that not a distant one, when a cor—

ruption in this, as in the country from which

we derive our origin, will have seized the heads

of government, and be spread by them through

the body of the people; when they will purchase

the voices of the people, and make them pay the

price. Human nature is the same on every side

of the Atlantic, and will be alike influenced by

the same causes. The time to guard against

corruption and tyranny, is before they shall

have gotten hold of us. It is better to keep

the wolf out of the fold, then to trust to

drawing hi8 teeth and claws after he shall have

entered.

Rush analyzed the evils of concentrating power in a

Single legislature in the Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776

129Anthony Wayne, Sept. 29, 1776, Letters, I, 115.

13753 - 130Writings, II, 164-165, quoted in Boorstin, pp. 178-
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.hi the same manner. To prove his contention that the

Peruisylvania Constitution laid "a foundation . . . for

the: most complete aristocracy that ever existed in the

world , " he premised

two prOpositions, which have never been con-

troverted: First, where there is wealth, there

will be power; and, secondly, the rich have

always been an over-match for the poor in all

contests for power.

These truths being admitted, I desire to

know what can prevent our single representation

being filled, in the course of a few years, with

a majority of rich men? Say not, the people

will not choose such men to represent them. The

influence of wealth at elections is irresistible.

. . . there are poor men among us as prepared to

be influenced, as the rich are prepared to in-

fluence them. The fault must be laid in both

cases upon human nature. The consequence of a

majority of rich men getting into the legisla-

ture is plain. Their wealth will administer

fuel to the love of arbitrary power that is

common to all men.

‘FI?C>n1English Parliament's detested Stamp Act in 1765 to

CCDIfizmption in Continental Congress, from Hamilton's fiscal

'P<>1_icies in the 1790's to the War of 1812, Rush constantly

Wermed that unconditional power and the influence of wealth

143:1 "to the necessity of more arbitrary government than by

fj-Xed laws and constitutions" and applauded "noble endeavors

131"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 62-6&.

JRklell also attacked the provision in theTPennsyIvania Con-

Stl‘tution which granted arbitrary, uncontrolled power to

Chauncil of censors for one year: "Innocence has nothing

c3: :fear from justice, when it flows through the regular

ea aJinels of law; but where is the man who can ensure himself

I) ”kanent's safety from a body of men invested with absolute

t Cnaegr for one whole year to censure and condemn, without

23 age or jury, every individual in the State" (Ibid.,
- '75) —--
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to INIt a step to arbitrary power."132

In the following pages we shall consider Rush's views

on t:he forms of government which released man's destructive

passssions, created uncontrolled political power, and con—

secltiently, produced tyranny. We shall see that Rush

rm3j<eected these political institutions because they either

deass1:royed the social "health" of the community or, as in

tllee case of democracy, so weakened the political body that

ift czould not resist the poisons of monarchy or dictatorship.

0f governments harmful to the general welfare, Benjamin

Iitlssln reserved a special hatred for monarchy; as he told

Gkaruxeral Horatio Gates in 1781, "a friend to monarchy (under

Eirlsr name or shape) is a traitor in the worst sense of the

wC>I."d. . . ."133 "History," he observed in 1777, "is little

Gil—Ese than a recital of the follies and vices of kings and

I'1C>}C>1emen. . . ."13H

He firmly believed that this evil political system--

“Eilrked by "the folly and pageantry of animals in the shape

132Ebenezer Hazard, Nov. 8, 1765, Letters, Ia 18?

JOhn Dunlap, July 3, 1779, Letters, I, m.n the ill

efT‘fects of the Funding System, see "Commonplace Book, 1789-

3-7531," Autobio ra h , ed. George W. Corner (Princeton, 19u8),

13- 200. Note also §ush to William Gordon, Dec. 10, 1778,

.ifletfters, I, 221: "Our Congress begin already to talk of

égEEEES necessity and of making justice yield in some cases

0 policy.

G; 133Gates, June 12, 1781, Letters, 1, 26%. He wrote

sates in 1794 that he “Sincerely abhors all dramatic repre—

lgntations of royalty in the United States" (Gates, Mar. 23,

91+, Letters, II, 7148.

13""Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 62.
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cfi’Jnan cringing at the feet of an animal called a king"l35--

was a.nental disorder, "a leprosy of the mind" that threat-

136
enemj the "health" of the state. Monarchy, Rush wrote

:hl 11:1s journal, corrupted "all the powers of the mind":

the: ‘understanding with ideas of divine right, passive obed-

iericze, kingly wisdom.and perfection; the affections with

absolute devotion to kings and nobles to the neglect of

cxbutrltry; manners with notions of despotism in schools and

fEanijllies; morals with servility, idleness, insincerity,

Seaciliction; and language with formal, instead of familiar,

137
Pronouns.

In his essay "On the Different Species of Mania,"

RllESIH definin mania as "a want of erce tion or an undue
: g _ __P_P :___

 

 

jEfBIP<2eption 2f truth, duty, 23 interest," discussed the
 

monarchical mania:

All those people who believe that "a king can

do no wrong," and who hold it to be criminal

to depose tyrants, are affected with this mania.

They are likewise affected with this species

of mania, who suppose that wise and just

government cannot be carried on without kings.

A young Scotch officer discovered an extra-

ordinary degree of this madness in a speech

he made to an American prisoner during the

late American war. "This is (said he) the

strangest rebellion I ever heard of in an my

life. Ye are an fighting, and yet have na king

to fight for." He had no idea that men had

any property in themselves, or that it was right

for them to contend, by arms, for any thing, but

135Adams, Jan. 22, 1778, Letters, 1, 192.

135"1789—1781," Autobiography, p. 198, June 10, 1791.

137Ibid., pp. 197-198, June 10, 1791.
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the power or glory of a king.138

During the Revolution, those sympathetic to monarchy, he

notxed, frequently suffered from "revolutiana," a disease

affflecting mind and body and often proving fatal.139

Hopefully Rush looked to "a general insurrection of

true reason and virtue of man" to cure the malady--to elim-

irnaste kings "from the face of the earth" so that it would

be: luecessary to exhibit crowns and scepters to prove "such

cmarrnibals" ever existed.lu0 Yet at soberer moments Push

IVEEllized that "such cannibals" were only a symptom of a

demeperg more pervasive problem, that of human depravity.

"JI1 hundred years hence," he confessed pessimistically to

Adams, "absolute monarchy will probably be rendered

neczessary in our country by the corruption of our people."ll+l

In particular, Rush attacked the basis for power in

r1101'lc'irchy, the concept of divine right. The idea of divine

rtifnnt, it seemed to Rush, demonstrated the evil effects

1H2 By implication(If Inonarchy upon human understanding.

:hJ‘S Ilse of the compact theory questioned divine right as

t}“3 source of political sovereignty, though it did not

ope-I11y criticize the concept. If sovereignty was derived

138"on Mania," 1787, Selected Writings, p. 21”.

S 139"Influence of the American Revolution," 1789,

‘JEeifgcted Writings, p. 332,

1”0Jefferson, Feb. n, 1797, Letters, II, 785.

lulAdams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 522.

1”?"1789—1791," p. 197, June 10, 1791.
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from the peOple, the king was hardly God's chosen. But

elsewhere Rush directly challenged the idea of a king's

diAIine right to absolute power. "The history of the crea-

ticnn of man," he asserted, "and of the relation of our

speacdes to each other by birth, which is recorded in the

(XLci Testament, is the best refutation that can be given to

."11+3 True principles oftile: divine right of kings. .

government, he maintained, "teach us the absurdity of the

clixzine origin of kingly power."

Furthermore, capital punishment was "the natural

cafdfspring" of the divine right theory of monarchy, for,

FUJSII reasoned, "kings believe that they possess their

(Zrtnnns by a divine right: no wonder, therefore, they

aSESume the divine power of taking away human life. Kings

CCHIsider their subjects as their property: no wonder,

truarefore, they shed their blood with as little emotion as

men shed the blood of their sheep or cattle."le Rush's

visit to Versailles in 1769 confirmed his views on the

'uihnsurdity" of divine right--as his satiric portrait of

lgirLg Louis XV of France revealed:

Let such as maintain the Divine Right of Kings

come and behold this Monarch, setting on a couch

with a common prostitute, picked up a few years

ago from the streets of Paris, or let them

follow him in his Forrests [sic] and there behold

137 ll‘3"Of the Mode of Education PrOper in a Republic,"

9 8, Selected Writings, p. 88.
 

 

p] 1"“"On Punishing Murder by Death," 1792, Selected

W: P- 52-
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him Sporting with the death of a fox or stag,

and then let them declare if they can, that

they believe him to be the Lord Anointed: It

is Blasphemy itself to suppose that Godiever

gave an absolute command over 18 millions of

his creatures, for this is the number of in-

habitants of France, to a man like Louis the

15th.1”5

 

Rush used several arguments to prove that monarchy

wens an ineffective form of government. First of all,

Inlruiing to natural history for evidence, he suggested that

mcnieirchy was an unhealthy, "diseased" state. Hence he told

FHiaJns that "a king or a senator not chosen by the people

at: certain periods becomes . . . an abscess in the body

FHDIJitic which must sooner or later destroy the healthiest

nlu5Stxrte. Second, he argued that monarchy failed to

I‘aIVnonize with the Newtonian order of the universe; ". . .

I <2cnisider hereditary monarchy and aristocracy," he wrote

"147
Adams, "as rebellion against nature. . . Third,

mcnlaxmmy was not, he believed, the compounded form necessary

ffDI‘ safety and freedom; rather, it was a simple form which

held the subject's property, liberty, or life "on the simple

"l”8
W1111 of a capricious sovereign. Fourth, it was against

R 1L‘5"0n Manners," 1769, Selected Writings, p. 391.

LIU‘STI recorded in his autobiography an anecdote he heard from

Efbllrl Wilkes which best summed up for Rush the principles of

tgench monarchy. .Wilkes told him "that he once dined with

shelve gentlemen 1n.Parls, eleven of whom declaredthey

t11<3111d think it their duty to surrender up their leeS to

1&163 lust of the King if he desired them" ("Travels Through

1?EE," Autobiography, p. 71).

1”5Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, 1, 523.

l”7Adams, June u, 1789, Letters, I, 51a.

lu8"0bservations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 60.
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reason; as Rush observed, titles, the result of monarchic

thinking, "are . . . contrary to reason. . . ."1149 Fifth,

a monarchic government was incompatible with Christianity.

The antipathy between them, he contended, was understandable

because "the pride of monarchy and the servility of that

state which it induces in all its subjects are alike contrary

to the humility and dignity of the Christian character. It

is the Spirit of the Gospel (though unacknowledged) which is

now rooting monarchy out of the world."150 Thus Rush

Opposed monarchy on natural, rational, and religious grounds.

Since aristocracy was a necessary corollary to monarchy,

RLlSh was equally vehement against pretensions to hereditary

wealth and titles. If monarchy caused "the wickedness of

Primogeniture," Rush reasoned, then it in turn produced a

r1Obility whose descendants were idle and whose land was

uncultivated, a hereditary aristocracy whose character Rush

151
fOund completely contemptible. In his commonplace book,

ne analyzed the aristocratic concept of "gentleman" in

Sa":iric terms:

Westly [Wesley] forbids his preachers to affect

to be, or even appear like gentlemen, and in-

deed when we consider how that word is abused

1”9Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 52a.

nT}1 1'SOJeremy Belknap, June 21, 1792, Letters, 1, 620.

1e spirit [of Christianity]," he told Jefferson, "is

Sfposed, not only to the splendor, but even to the very forms

azomonarchy. . . ." (Jefferson, Aug. 22, 1800, Letters, II,
)

_————-——

151"l789-l791," p. 199, June 10, 1791.
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in the world it is no wonder he gave such ad—

vice. A man who has been bred a gentlemen

cannot work, "Dig he cannot," and he will not

ask for charity, "for to beg he is ashamed,"

and therefore he lives by borrowing without

intending to pay, or upon the public or his

friends. A gentleman cannot wait upon himself,

and therefore his hands and his legs are often

as useless to him as if they were paralytic.

If a merchant be a gentleman he would sooner

lose 50 customers than be seen to carry a piece

of goods across the street. If a Doctor should

chance to be a gentleman he would rather let a

patient die than assist in giving him a glyster

or in bleeding him. If a parson he loses his zeal

etc. If a tradesman should happen to be a

gentleman he is undone for ever, by entertain-

ing company, by a country seat, or by wishing

to secure the society and good will of gentlemen

by trusting them. In a word, to be a gentleman

subjects one to the necessity of resenting

injuries, fighting duels and the like, and takes

away all disgrace in swearing, getting drunk,

running in debt, getting bastards, etc. It

makes nothing infamous but giving or taking the

lye, for however much gentlemen pretend to be

men of their word, they are the greatest lyers

in the world. They lie to their creditors, to

their mistresses to their fathers or wives, or

to the public.152

It was no wonder, then, that Rush wrote his son James

tTLat he would not "exchange his labors for the independent

:Sifituation of any idle, sauntering, purse-proud citizen of

:P}hiladelphia."153 When Rush congratulated John Adams'

621‘action to the joint-commission to France in 1777, he

bevealed his contempt for nobility. He was confident that

‘A“jéims' honesty would "baffle? the "servants of despotism"

W13o "wear the 'volto Sciolto' with the 'pensieri Stretti'

2, 152"Commonplace Book, 1792-1813," Autobiography, pp.

\ 2 141-225, July 21, 1792.
 

153James Rush, Mar. 29: 1803: Letters, II: 850-
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of Lord Chesterfield." Integrity, knowledge, and prudence,

ihlsh felt, were vastly superior to "dressing, powdering,

and bowing well as necessary accomplishments for an am-

"15”
bas sador. .

Rush's dislike of aristocracy colored his attitude

tcpvzard titles too. He could not agree with Adams "that

'tixtles overawe or restrain the profligate part of a com-

nnlrlity." London, he argued, proved that titles failed to

Iprwevent corrupt manners. "The use of titles," he contin-

Ilemi, "begets pride in rulers and baseness among the common

IPEHDple. . . . They are equally contrary to reason and

Ifialgigion, and in my opinion are no more necessary to give

<3igylity or energy to a government than swearing is to

.gCMJern a ship's crew, or spirituous liquors to gather in

"155
'trua fruits of the earth. "Every man who values himself

uPOI) his birth--titles, or wealth, more than upon merit,"

de<21ared Rush, suffered from the madness known as "the

pr“Side mania."156 Aristocracy, then, because it emphasized

f.. lsuAdams, Jan. 22, 1778, Letters, I, 190. Chester-

-l€31d wrote his son, Oct. 19, 0.8. 17u8, that "The height

(bf. abilities is, to have volto sciolto and ensieri stretti;

t: Eat is, a frank, open, and ingenuous exterior, With a

pr‘leent and reserved interior; to be upon your own guard,

:f‘ci yet, by a seeming natural openness, to put people off

hEiirs" (Letters, ed. Bonamy Dobree, London, 1932, IV,

124 8, quomLetters, I, 192 n. 2).

155Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 523-52u. Rush,

r1 his commonplace book, noted that "titles which belong

j monarchy and aristocracy are like ear rings and nose

ea"Nels among Indians" ("1789-1791," p. 198).

155"On Mania," 1787, Selected Writings, p. 217.
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inequality, idleness, pride, and titles, endangered the

.neW'nation. To combat the influence of hereditary mono-

;xalies of land and, therefore, to guard against this inroad

fcxv monarchy, Rush encouraged the development of commerce

aJ1C1 the division of estates.157

Certain political, social, and economic conditions

i11 the United States, Rush warned, made the danger of mon-

earwzhy a constant one. Based on the assumption that wealth

eaqglals power, he argued in 1777 that the wealthy elite

Vflcnlld soon control the unicameral legislature in Pennsyl-

\IaJ1ia and pave the way for aristocratic and monarchic power

irl the state.158 The Americans' tendency to hero worship,

E31531 thought in 1789, accelerated "the progress of our

‘ECNJernment towards monarchy." Though he ascribed indepen-

<1ern2e and the new federal government to many patriots, he

-f€hared that most Americans wanted "but 233 deliverer, 923

"159 EconomicEINeat, or 223 good man in our country.

factors, such as public debt, also moved America closer

'tC> monarchy, Rush believed.160 He bitterly opposed Hamil-

~tom's funding plan largely because he was convinced that

i9t ‘would "lay the foundation of an aristocracy in our

911., "iigghigglof Education," 1798, Selected Writings, p.

, - , p. 199.

158"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 62-63.

159Adams, June n, 1789, Letters, I, slu.

160Jeremy Belknap, June 21, 1792, Letters, I, 620.
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"161 War, Rush thought, also carried with it "the

"162

country.

seeds of hereditary power. He firmly believed, then,

tfnat only time would erase the remnants of monarchy in

.Anyerica--as he put it to Horatio Gates:

It will require half a century to cure us of

all our monarchical habits and prejudices. At

present we are Roman Catholics in government.

A pope in religion and a king in power are

equally necessary articles with many people.

. . . Our republican forms of government will

in time beget republlcan opinions and manners.
163

Thus Rush's arguments against monarchy and the theory

be’ divine right were based primarily on his belief that

‘tllis "diseased" political institution failed to secure

'tfue well-being of the community. Only an awareness of and

a-Vigilance over the conditions that nurtured monarchy and

artistocracy would protect America from the "monarchical

Inania."

"In our opposition to monarchy," thought Rush, in

I?Ikbbing into the weaknesses of the Articles of Confedera-

~tion, "we forgot that the temple of tyranny has two doors.

1763 bolted one of them by proper restraints: but we left

't}1e:other open, by neglecting to guard against the effects

,, 151James Madison, Feb. 27, 1790, Letters, I, 539.

I§t will change," he added, "the property of nine-tenths

(DI? the freeholders of the States, and it will be a lasting

QIlument of the efficacy of idleness, speculation, and fraud

(ave industry, economy, and integrity in obtaining wealth

Elliciindependence" (Ibid.).

162Jeremy Belknap, June 21, 1792, Letters, I, 620.

153Gates, Sept. 5, 1781, Letters, I, 255.



 

68

of our own ignorance and licentiousness."16" If monarchy,

as a "simple" form of government, was a source of despotism,

democracy, also a "simple" form, was an equal, if not greater,

source of tyranny--in this case, of licentious anarchy.

Democracy, as "a simple popular government," "with only

one branch," Rush maintained, was merely a synonym for

"IIlcpbocracy."165 In his attack on the Pennsylvania Consti-

tution, he observed that absolute power lodged in one body

of men was more dangerous to the safety and freedom of the

state than complete power given to a single individual.

Even to "a body of angels" Rush would not "commit my property,

liberty and life" for one year.166

The immediate danger of pure democracy, then, was that,

lacking proper safeguards, it quickly disintegrated into

aIlarchy. Restraints, Rush felt, were as necessary in a

democracy as in a monarchy, for in a government "too much

upon the democratic order," freedom "is as apt to degenerate

lnto licentiousness as power is to become arbitrary."167

T 16""On the Defects of the Confederation," 1787, Selected

LJI‘itings , p . 26 .

155David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, usu;

Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 523; CharIes Lee, Oct.

21+, 1779, Letters, I, .

" 166"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 57.

7:: had rather live under the government of one man than of

2 ," Rush wrote Anthony Wayne. "They will soon become like

ffle 3[0 Tyrants of] Athens" (Wayne, May 19, 1777, Letters,

8).

‘ 167Wayne, Sept. 2a, 1776, Letters, I, 115. Such

gQVernments thus lacked "safety, Wisdom, and dignity" (Ibid.).
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Mereover, the "monster" anarchy contained yet another

"tyrant in his bowels": "All history shows us that the

people soon grow weary of the folly and tyranny of one

another. They prefer one to many masters, and stability to

instability of slavery. They prefer a Julius Caesar to a

"168
Senate, and a Cromwell to a perpetual Parliament. A

simple democracy was indeed, Rush observed, "a volcano that

contained within its bowels the fiery materials of its own

destruction."169 For the nation to court a simple democracy,

therefore, would be to invite anarchy immediately and

eventually, monarchy or dictatorship.

Firmly convinced, then, that "A simple democracy . . .

is one of the greatest of evils,"170 Rush analyzed why

IHales pOpular rule failed to achieve political happiness.

In the first place, the simplicity of democracy, with its

Single governing body and undistributed powers, fell into

Rush's category of governments "dangerous and tyrannical in

168"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 71.

JOhn Adams wrote that monarchy is ". . . the eternal re-

source of every ignorant people, harassed with democratical

distractions. . . ." (The Works pf John Adams, ed. Charles

FI‘ancis Adams, Boston, 1350—1856, IV, 3‘47).

 

169David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, #54.

RuSh attributed this saying to the Federalist" Ieader Fisher

Ames. Adams also noted that democracy "soon wastes, ex-

halists, and murders itself. There never was a democracy

yet that did not commit suicide" (John Adams to John Taylor,

{his works 93.: John Adams, VI, nan).

f 170Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 523. Rush was

iond of quoting John Jubly's statement that "a democracy

1: the devil's own government" (David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr.

523?, Letters, I, usu; Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I,



70

‘proportion as they approach to simplicity," in contrast

tc> those "safe and free in prOportion as they are com-

pcnlnded. . . ." Secondly, the democratic philosophy of

(digrect participation by the people "destroys the necessity

:fcrrlall government." The idea that the people ruled them-

seeILves overlooked the fact that "Government supposes and

rwecquires a delegation of power: It cannot exist without

ixtz." Indeed, the primary purpose of a constitution, Rush

1>es1ieved, was to limit, divide, and distribute the powers

CDf’ the people. The fallacy of democratic thinking, then,

teats its failure to distinguish between the correct notion

tfuat "all power is derived from the people" and the

erfironeous Opinion that it "is seated in the peOple." What

CCNlld be "more absurd," Rush asked, "than for the people

a1: $2252 to pretend to give up their power to a set of

Imllers, and afterward reserve the right of making and of

jlldging of all their laws themselves"? Such monstrous

Eflrvernments, he concluded, contained "as many Governors,

[fissemblymen, Judges and Magistrates as there are freemen

ill the State, all exercising the same powers and at the

Same time."l7l

Thirdly, democracy not only failed to delegate power

PIVDPerly, but it failed to allow for man's corrupt nature-—

thlls its great faith in universal suffrage. The democratic

60 171"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 5",

3 71.
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"idea of making the people at large judges of the qualifi-

cations necessary for magistrates, or judges of laws, or

cruecks for Assemblies," Rush pointed out, "proceeds upon the

EHJI?pOSithD that mankind are all alike wise, and just. ."172

that; such a supposition justified? Rush's answer was no:

. . . are we to consider men entrusted with

power as the receptacles of all the depravity

of human nature? By no means. The people do

not part with their full proportions of it.

Reason and revelation both deceive us if they

are all wise and virtuous. Is not history as

full of the vices of the peOple as it is of the

crimes of kings? What is the present moral

character of the citizens of the United States?

I need not describe it. It proves too plainly

that the people are as much disposed to vice as

their rulers, and that nothing but a vigorous

and efficient government can prevent their de-

generating into savaggg or devouring each other

like beasts of prey.

If‘ man's predatory instincts were true, then, the conse-

QAIences of democracy and "the cheapness of suffrage"--the

Ccnisequences of government in "the hands of the young and

iéfluorant and needy part of the community"--were obvious:

tIMB lack of respect and obedience for law, and the eventual

Loss of liberty.171+

Finally, Rush believed that democracy failed to harmonize‘

xmbth natural law. Its inability to distribute and limit

l721bid., p. 71.

173David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, ”SM.

EutTterfield, in Letters, I, #55 n. 1, notes that this letter

WEUS the most conservative moment in BR's entire political

evolution."

l7uAdams, Oct. 2, 1810, Letters, II, 1067-1068. Rush,

Sf: Clourse, felt that the common man was worth something and

Oiierved an important role in government, but not one with-

checks.
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political power, to control man's passions and self-interest,

cpr'to secure natural rights led Rush to characterize it as

"175
"51 monster in nature. When Rush termed a simple demo-

czzfiacy "an unbalanced republic," he hinted of its failure to

:irnitate the perfection of God's natural law--that is, it

ILéacked the necessary stability, order, and balance, as

Irezflected in the Creator's universe, for it to endure.176

Not only was democracy judged an "absurdity" before

'tIIe tribunal of nature, but it was also, from the standpoint

(of? natural history and medical science, a "diseased" insti-

‘tLrtion that seriously threatened the health of the state.

:Eigploring the relationship between political events and

pfllysical and mental health in his "Account of the Influence

of? the American Revolution upon the Human Body," Rush

CflDserved that the anarchy released by the Revolution pro-

Chdced a kind of insanity:

The excess of the passion for liberty, inflamed

by the successful issue of the war, produced,

in many people, opinions and conduct which could

not be removed by reason nor restrained by

government. For a while, they threatened to

render abortive the goodness of heaven to the

United States, in delivering them from the evils

of slavery and war. The extensive influence

which these opinions had upon the understandings,

passions and morals of many of the citizens of

the United States, constituted a species of

insanity, which I shall take the libgggy of dis-

tinguishing by the name of Anarchia.

l75"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 71.
 

175Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 523.

177"American Revolution," 1789, Selected Writings, p.
 333
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In the essay which analyzed the various kinds of mania,

.Rush generalized this revolutionary species of madness

iJltO "the liberty mania"—-a "disease" which "shews itself

1J1 visionary ideas of liberty and government." Men in-

:Eeacted with such democratic radicalism, he added, "expect

lgiberty without law-—government without power-~sovereignty

tatithout a head--and wars without expense."178

Since Rush believed democracy failed to distinguish

loertween the simple principles of government and the compound

fRorms necessary to carry them out, failed to consider human

Ckaprevity, and failed to embody the principles of natural

Fulstory and Newtonian physics, he viewed any move toward

SLlch a government with alarm. Consequently he opposed the

Fkannsylvania Constitution of 1776 because it was "rather

tcx: much upon the democratical order. . ."179 "They call

1t: a democracy--a mobocracy in my opinion would be more

pxnoper," he wrote Charles Lee. "2311 our laws breathe the

178"On Mania," 1787, Selected Writings, p. 213. "They

Ccnnsider industry and its usual consequence, wealth, as the

Cfllly evils of a state, and ascribe Roman attainments in

‘NLrtue to those men only, who, by consuming an undue prOpor—

'ticm.of their time in writing, talking, or debating upon

EMDlitics, bequeath the maintenance of their families to

tfueir country" (Ibid., pp. 213- 214). "Do and say what we

wlll, " Rush told Adams, "we shall I fear always be outvoted

b3’ the fools and knaves and madmen of our country" (Adams,

‘UaI‘. 2, 1809, Letters, II, 997). For Rush's growing con-

viC‘tion of the peOpIe' s derangement on the subject of

gOVNarnment, see Rush's letters to Adams, Aug. 1M, 1805,

.__T?ters, II, 901; July 18, 1812, Letters, II, 1153.

179Anthony wayne, Sept. 2a, 1775, Letters, I, 115.
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spirit of townmeetings and porter shOps."180 Viewing the

Confederation as the apotheosis of the self-destructive

tendencies of "simple pOpular government," Rush praised

the new Federal Constitution for saving the nation from

"anarchy and s lavery . " l 8 1

Rush found, then, political, moral, and scientific

arguments to support his belief that a simple democracy

was as despotic, as harmful to the state's well-being, as

monarchy. Under the democratic Articles of Confederation,

the immediate danger for America was anarchy, but the long

ran ge threat was monarchy or dictatorship. As a "simple"

form of government, democracy, although it might temporarily

Secure the liberty, safety and welfare of the community,

Ultimately failed to preserve these "simple principles"

0f free government.

Having demonstrated that monarchy and democracy des-

tr'Oyed the prOper ends of free government, Rush stressed

that civil power was vulnerable to military domination.

180Charles Lee, Oct. 25, 1779, Letters, 1, zuu. He
'Rde Anthony Wayne that the new constitution "substituted

amob government" for the old prOprietary one (Wayne, May

SH), 1777, Letters, I, 1H8). Rush reported to Adams, with

(“HISiderable pleasure, that he had refused to preside at

a town meeting (Adams, Oct. 31, 1807, Letters, II, 955).

3963 also his bitter allegorical dream of attending a town

meerting that resembled a mad house (Adams, Feb. 20, 1809,

.Eizfiaggg, II, 994—996).

A 181David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, H5”;

daJns, July 2, 1788, Letters, I, nag. '
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The fear of military power as a source of tyranny punctuates

Inany of Rush's letters and essays, nor was he alone in this

feaar.182 Butterfield notes that though such views may

seaem threadworn to us, "the statesmen of the Revolution,

va10 had a different perspective, devoted much of their elo-

cltience" to such dangers, and the course of the French

. . . . 83

Iieavolution, they believed, confirmed their worst fears.1

Anti-militarist on principle through Quaker influences,18u

Fuish, in one of his earliest political observations, criti-

c:ized.Catharine Hacaulay's prOposed constitution for Corsica

hmacause it gave generals and admirals a vote in the senate.

'TCD support his theory that military officers should be ex-

CJJJded from political office, Rush analyzed the dangers of

ntiliary power to free government:

The strict discipline kept up in armies and

navies disposes military gentlemen, above all

others, to contract an arbitrary temper, which,

when brought into private or civil life, becomes

182For Rush's anti-militaristic and pacifist views,

Ease Letters, I, 70-71; nos, u62, u70—u71, u92, suo, 5u2,

82].; II, 7887 8H0, 807-898, 871, 1197—1199. '

183"Appendix I. Rush and Washington," Letters, II,

31199- 1200. See Rush's and John Adams' Speeches in Contin-

Eantal Congress against referring the appointment of three

InEijor generals to the general officers, February 19,1777,

I¥3corded by Rush in his notebook and printed in Letters of

Kimbers of the Continental Congress, ed. Edmund C. Burnett

"vfashington,1921-19367, II, 262-263 and S. Ieir Mitchell,

istorical Notes of Dr. Benjamin Rush, " PMHB, XXVII (April

:1903), 10. This republican concept is discussed fully by

CflinC . Miller, Triumph of Freedom, 1775-1783 (Boston,

1&348), pp. 2382EET““‘_

18”"Appendix I," Letters, II, 1197-1198.
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disagreeable and is often attended with a good

deal of danger. Besides, men who have fought

in defense of their country and have endured

the hardships of war, naturally claim a super-

iority over the rest of their countrymen.

They feel their own importance, they know how

necessary they are to the support of the state,

and therefore assume more to themselves than

is consistent with a free government. Should

they ever be provoked to it, their knowledge

in arms and their popularity with the soldiers

and the common people would give them great

advantages over every other citizen, and would

render the transitions from democracy to

anarchy, and fromlggarchy to monarchy, very

natural and easy.

The military mind, then, with its arbitrary temper and

fkeelings of superiority, naturally desired uncontrolled

gnawer. Coupled with ability in arms and popularity with

tflne masses, military officers could easily assume dictator-

ixal powers. As Rush noted in 1777, under anarchy the people,

Egrowing tired of the tyranny of each other, "prefer one to

Tnany masters," "prefer a Julius Caesar to a Senate, and a

CI‘Omwell to a perpetual Parliament."186 It was imperative,

Tflierefore, that civil government zealously maintain its

(Zontrol over the personnel and conduct of the military

establishment.187

In addition to the pacifism found in his letters and,

ill particular, in his essay preposing a national peace

185Catharine Macaulay, January 18, 1769, Letters, I,

7C). Rush's comments anticipate American constitutional

Prfiinciples (Letters, I, 72 n. H).

186"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 71.
 

187s. Weir Mitchell, "Historical Notes of Dr. Benjamin

Rllsh," PNHB, XXVII (April 1903), 10-



77

188
office, Rush's fear of military despotism led him to

\Iiew professional standing armies with suspicion, to see

tfliem as seedbeds for military ambition and power. He wrote

.Auflams in 1777 that Stark's militia at Bennington demon-

:S‘trated the superiority of the militia over regulars.

"(QOOd general officers," he stressed, "would make an army

cbf’six-months men an army of heroes."189 "When prOperly

czonmanded and led on speedily to action," he told General

C§ates in 1778, the militia "are the best troops in the

Vvorfld, especially in a war and country like ours."190

Ekecause the late war proved "that armies of disciplined,

iaeresistible trOOps may be formed in a short time out of

1ihe peasants of a country," Rush reiterated, in a public

Iletter to ministers, 1788, "it is a mistake to suppose that

'the defense of liberty requires a well-organized militia

Iin the time of peace."191 For the same reason--that the

IRevolution "proves that militia establishments in the time

‘g£;pgagg are wholly unnecessary"--he Opposed Secretary of

liar Knox's prOposal in 1790 for a national guard, noting

‘that "half the money demanded by General Knox's report

Spent in establishing free schools . . . would extirpate war

188"Plan of a Peace-Office for the United States,"

$1799, Selected Writings, pp. 19-23.

189Adams, Oct. 1, 1777, Letters, I, 157.

190Horatio Gates, Feb. n, 1778, Letters, I, 198-199.

L, 191"To the Ministers," June 21, 1788, Letters, I,

62.
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forever from the United States."192

Rush's conviction that military fame and power threat-

eneclftee government, that it rendered the transition to

ditrtatorship all too easy, largely explains his hostility

tc> General Washington.193 Among the reasons Rush recorded

in liis pocket notebook on April 8, 1777, for his growing

disnsatisfaction with Washington's leadership was the follow-

inig: "Because he is idolized by the people of America and

is tflnought absolutely necessary for us to enable us to

. U .

carumy on with the war."19 Butterfield comments on the

sigxuificance of this entry:

The fourth reason in Rush's list-—popular

idolatry of Washington-~reflects the mingled

fear and jealousy with which the civil leaders

of the new nation regarded the growth of a

great military reputation. These self-conscious

'republicans knew Roman historyggell and hence

Jcnew what this could portend.

In.]fi778 Rush reported to Adams that "General Gates' success

Ihas Inascued this country in a degree from its idolatry of

.223;Iman. I told him a few days ago that if I thought he

n 55 192James Madison, Feb. 27, 1790, Letters, I, 5H0, 5u2

y .lgsFor an excellent summary of Rush's quarrel with

\" ashlng‘ton, see "Appendix I: Rush and Washington," Letters,

'31. 1197-1208. See also Rush's letters to Patrick Henry,

an. 12, 1778, Letters, I, 182-183, 183-180 n. 1, 18u-185
2° 7; John Marshall, Sept. 5, 1804, Letters, II, 887-889,

89-890 n. 1-6; John Adams, Feb. 12-naren—s, 1812, Letters,

11. 1119—112u, 112u-1125 n. l, 1126 n. 21.

. " 19"‘"Notes on Continental Congress, 8c.," vol. 2, quoted

13 Appendix 1," Letters, II, 1199.

195"Appendix I," Letters, II, 1199.
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alone was able to save this country, I should vote for his

being banished."196 His comment to David Ramsay that

:Washington possessed as much influence in Congress as the

BItLtish King over Parliament also revealed a fear of Wash-

inggton's military power. "CONWAY, MIFFLIN, Lee," Rush

ccnicluded, "were sacrificed to the excessive influence and

;popnilarity of one man."197

While Rush-—quite in keeping with his Federalism in

the: l780's—-expressed satisfaction with the prospect of

Idastiington's becoming the first President under the new

Ccmnstitution,198 he became increasingly leery of the

idcfiLization of the new President fostered, he believed,

bYunscrupulous politicians.199 He accepted the

196Adams, Jan. 22, 1778, Letters, I, 191.

197Ramsay, Nov. 5, 1778, Letters, I, 219-220-

198See letter to Timothy Pickering, Aug. 30: 1787a

Lettegi, I , use—mm.

199"Appendix I," Letters, II, 1206. "The indignation

explwassed by Rush (as weII as by the Adamses, Jefferson,

and»<>thers) over public tributes to Washington," Butterfield

noteS, "is seriously misunderstood if thought disrespectful

'tO 1fl1e first President. It was directed principally at

088 whom Rush called the 'old tories,‘ who had draped

teamSelves in the mantle of Washington and were using his

Iymme for~political purposes" (Ibid.). In 1792 Rush wrote

In.hiS journal Adams' belief "that military ambition was

dOlng our country more harm than the funding system, and

that ambition had a strong hold of the heart of the Presi-

dent of the United States" ("1792-1813," p. 215, 1792).

Of WaShington's administration, Rush later wrote that "Our

Wise men and women look back to the administration of

waShington as the golden age of our country, without re-

C?l}ection that the seeds of all the disputes which now

lelde our citizens, and of the controversy with France,

were SOwn in it. I say the controversy with France, for

this began in the consequence of the offense given to her
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Jeffersonian dogma that some Federalists were secretly

conspiring for a military dictatorship that would curb

:popular freedom and replace the Constitution with one

pnatterned after the English monarchy.200 "Among the nation-

al. sins of our country," Rush wrote Adams in 1812, is "the

itholatrous worship paid to the name of General Washington,

tar all classes and nearly all parties of our citizens,

.maruifested in the impious application of names and epithets

to liim which are ascribed in Scripture only to God and to

Jesus Christ."201

If Washington represented to Rush the potential threat

of Inilitary despotism, Napoleon Bonaparte symbolized its

tactniality. In 1808 Rush asked Adams whether Napoleon,

"true destroyer of nations," was

to extend his conquest and tyranny by shedding

fresh rivers of human blood? I tremble at his

Iiame. The levity of a Frenchman, the phlegm of

'by tflie British treaty. But not only the seeds of political

ngPnrtes but of our vices were sown during the same admin-

IlStrErtion, by the funding system and the passion for

§ankus which was created by the profits of script and of the

inmmnlse interest of the Bank of the United States" (Adams,

Jurma 27, 1812, Letters, II, 11MB).

200"Introduction," The Political Writings of Thomas

JEtafferson: Representative Selections, ed. Edward Dumbauld

163wYork, 1955), p. xix. See Johh Sharp Williams, Thomas

Jefferson: His Permanent Influence 22 American Institutions

9W or , 19I9), pp. 152ff.

20lAdams, July 8, 1812, Letters, II, 11u6—11u7.

"3Y8 not instituted divine hoHBFE—fo certain virtues in

imitation of the inhabitants of Paris, but we ascribe all

theflattributes of the Deity to the name of General Washing-

ton (William.Harshall, Sept. 15, 1798, Letters, II, 807).

H 'J

‘.'.' e
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a German, the avarice of a Dutchman, the cold-

heartedness of a Russian, the solidity of an

Englishman, the gravity of a Spaniard, the

subtlety of an Italian, and the cruelty of a

Turk appear to be united in his character.

In no one part of his conduct do we trace the

least semblance of any one of the virtues that

rescued the name of Alexander and Caesar from

total infamy. He is devoid of the occasional

magnanimity of the former and the habitual

clemency of the latter.

Rusfli could only hope that God would deliver the human race

frtnn "the fangs of this beast of prey."203

When Rush suggested to Adams that his new remedy for

mathiess, the tranquilizing chair, "could be applied for the

relgief of Napoleon,"204 he once again connected individual

anti social maladjustment, natural history and politics,

in cxrder to justify his anti-militarism in scientific terms.

(Just: as monarchy and democracy, "diseased" forms that

d881nooyed the ends of government, influenced the mental and

PhyTfiical health of society, so military dictatorships of

madmen represented an unhealthy, neurotic approach to

P01fifitical happiness. Thus Rush opposed military shows,

hCWKIPS, and titles because they fostered "that passion for

Vnnr, Which education, added to human depravity, have made

unJ-Versal," and because they adversely "fascinate the minds

ofyoung men." Military reviews enhanced battle by

202Adams, Aug. 24, 1808, Letters, II, 970.

h 2081bid. Napoleon and George III, Rush told Adams,

J? consldered as "scourges of the human race . . ."(Adams,

uly H’ 1810: Letters, II, 1050).

20uAdams, Oct. 8, 1810, Letters, II, 1070-1071.
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erroneously associating it with "the charms of order";

". . Military titles," Rush asserted, "feed vanity, and

;keep up ideas in the mind which lessen a sense of the folly

amid miseries of war."205 Since military heroism prepared

tflie way for military ambition and power, Rush demanded that

'“the.military character be stripped of its glare and even

re ndered unpopular . "2 0 5

Mental and physical illness, Rush believed, accompanied

gerueral social and political disorder. Military despotism

was; not a rational ordered state; it was a disordered,

.irxtational state composed of citizens infected with "the

mi litary mania":

Young men are most afflicted with this mad-

ness; but we now and then meet with it in an

old soldier, as in uncle Toby, in Tristram

Shandy. It is impossible to understand a

conversation with these gentlemen without the

help of a military dictionary.-—Counterscarps,

Inorasses, fosses, glacis, ramparts, redoubts,

abbatis, Ec. form the beginning, middle, and

end of every sentence. They remember nothing

in history, but the detail of sieges and

battles, and they consider men as made only to

carry muskets. The adventurers in the holy

Ivars, before the Reformation, were all in— 207

fectdd with this species of military madness.

ThePsychological effect of a militaristic state, then, was

fl

‘33 Consider man as created not to cultivate the earth or

'to be happy in any of the pursuits of civilized life, but

205"Peace-Office," 1799, Selected Writings, pp. 20-21.

206James Madison, Feb. 27, 1790, Letters, I, 500.

207n0n Mania," 1787, Selected Writings, pp. 219-215.
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to carry a musket, to wear a regimental coat, and to kill

or be killed."208 Since individual well-being was not the

goal of such a state, Rush rejected it.

In summary, like monarchy and democracy, military dicta-

‘torship, Rush believed, failed to provide for the healthy,

' 0 Civilorwdered state necessary to political happiness.

pCNier must dominate military power if government is to

rennain free. As long as peacetime militia laws existed,

Inilgitary displays excited the people's passions, and the

naJ:ion blindly worshiped its military heroes, America

ccn11d.not escape the shadow of military despotism.

208 27, 1790, Letters, I, 500.Madison, Feb.



V. The Foundations of Rush's Theory of Republican Government

"The perfection of government," Rush wrote Adams in

:1779, "consists in providing restraints against the tyranny

of’ rulers on the one hand and the licentiousness of the

Exaople on the other."209 Rush was convinced that a repub-

lixzan form of government--unlike monarchy, democracy, or

Hdfilitary despotism—-fully attained governmental perfection

becuause it restrained man's inherent depravity which, if

uncfliecked, inevitably resulted in some form of tyranny--by

the: one, the few, or the many. "I still continue," he told

Jefiferson, ". . . to admire and prefer it to all others as

Ihos1: consistent with the rational nature and the moral and

"210
relglgious obligations of man. It also approached

scienitific perfection because its structure, complex yet

lmarnmniious, approximated that of the heavens, and because

lit pxwomoted the mental and physical health of the species.

TFree: elections under republicanism, Rush believed, "shake

thepublic mind, improve the understanding, from influence

"211Of Ifiassions on the understanding, promote longevity.

TWHHS the republican system best achieved the desired purpose

209Adams, Oct. 12, 1779, Letters, I, 2u0.

210Jefferson, Mar. 12, 1803, Letters, II, 859; ". . .

rePUblican governments are most conformable to reason" and

t0 revelation likewise" (Jeremy Belknap, June 21, 1792,

EEEEagg, I, 620).

211"Commonplace Book, 1789-1791," Autobiography, ed.

(horge W. Corner (Princeton, 19H8), p. , une 10, 1791.
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of government: it promoted the physical, mental, and moral

well-being of its citizens.

Above all, republicanism seemed most compatible with

Ihish's experimental temperament, his mechanistic approach

tc> government, and his efforts to develop a science of

pcfilitics. Believing that the republican form of government

hand never received a fair trial, he argued that the polit-

itXil scientist, just as the scientist preserves perishable

matrter through chemical treatment, could "combine power

in :such a way as not only to encrease the happiness, but

'to Ixromote the duration of republican forms of govern-

merrt. . . ."212 "I consider it is possible," Rush con-

tiIniech aligning republicanism with the mechanical

Perdiection of the universe, "to convert men into republican

Inactuines. This must be done, if we expect them to perform

'theiJo parts properly, in the great machine of the government

Of the state. "213

But Rush did not rest his scientific argument for

rePUblicanism solely on the contention that it was a reason—

ablfii imitation of the Newtonian cosmos. Exploring the

212"Of the Mode of Education Proper in a Republic,"

.1798, The Selected Writings of Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert

D: RUDEE_TNew York, 1997), pT—91. A republic, he wrote

Jefferson, was "a government of more energy than a monarchy

(Jfoerson, Mar. 12, 1801, Letters, II, 831-832). On the

laCk 0f a fair trial for republicanism, see John Adams,

June 15, 1789, Letters, I, 516; John Adams, July 21, 1789,

Letters, 1, 522mm), June 6, 1791, Letters, 1. 583;

e ferSon, Oct. 6, 1800, Letters, II, 826-827.

N

2
.

. .

92 13"Mode of Education," 17982 SEleCtEd WritingS, p.
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relationship between natural history and political institu-

tions, Rush developed the theory that within a republican

;political environment, the human species flourished: dis-

eease lessened, health improved, longevity increased. He

explained to Adams,

One thing . . . my profession has taught me,

viz., that political passions produce fewer

diseases in a republic than in a monarchy.

Disappointed ambition in Sweden and in Italy

has produced sudden death from colics and

apoplexies. In America, it has scarcely of

late years produced a single hypochondriac

disorder. In time I believe the effects of

the political passions upon health and

life will be still less perceptible in our

country.

In his Lectures 23 Animal Life, he analyzed the health-
 

.fu]. effects of republicanism:

In no part of the human species, is animal

life in a more perfect state than in the in-

habitants of Great Britain, and the United

States of America. With all the natural

stimuli that have been mentioned, they are

constantly under the invigorating influence

of liberty. There is an indissoluble union

between moral, political and physical happi-

ness; and if it be true, that elective and

'representative governments are most favourable

to individual, as well as national prosperity,

it follows of course, that they are most

favourable to animal life. But this opinion

does not rest upon an induction derived from

the relation, which truths upon all subjects

bear to each other. Many facts prove, animal

life to exist in a larger quantity and for

a longer time, in the enlightened and happy

State of Connecticut, in which republican

liberty has existed above one hundred and

fifty years, than in any other country upon

21”Adams, June 15, 1789, Letters, I, 517. See Rush's

Obs(fivPVations on this subject in The Diseases 2: the Mind

(Philadelphia, 1812), pp. 68-69.
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the surface of the globe.215

If the best political and social climate produced long life

and health in the peOple, if the good society were a healthy

society, what better argument for republicanism than that it

promoted the welfare of animal life? Republican governments,

Rush stressed, "appreciate human life, and increase public

said private obligations to preserve it."216 The American

'Nexperiment," he believed, held forth the hope of a vigorous,

filourishing human species under an invigorating social and

pc>litica1 environment.217

215"Lectures on Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings,

Pup. 167-168; Daniel J. Boorstin, The LostTWorld 2f Thomas

(leiiferson (New York, 1908), pp. 184-185.

216"On Punishing Murder by Death," 1792, Selected

Eirifitings, p. 52. Confident that the new Federal Constitu-

tiJDI) fully realized his theory of republican government, he

:strnessed that it would be of incalculable benefit to the

ZLifte-promoting stimuli of the human mind: "The dimensions

0f tflie human mind are apt to be regulated by the extent

ans; <objects of the government under which it is formed.

Th.l-l'lkz, then, . . . of the expansion and dignity the Ameri-

car; Inind will acquire by having its powers transferred from

13h? contracted objects of a state to the more unbounded

°b3<3<3ts of a national governmentI--A citizen and a legis-

latWDl? of the free and united states of America will be one

Of 'tlde first characters in the world" (David Ramsay, Mar.

01‘ Apr. 1788, Letters, I, 050-455).

, 217Rush's description of the federal procession in

PhlJliadelphia honoring the new Constitution, and of its effects

on 'tliose who viewed it, almost seemed to preview the health-

ful-‘prospects he envisioned for the new government: "Perhaps

a EflPeater number or a greater combination of passions never

selJZed at the same time upon every faculty of the soul. The

Pafllriot enjoyed a complete triumph, whether the objects of

h1‘3 patriotism were the security of liberty, the establish-

merrt of law, the protection of manufactures, or the extension

science in his country. The benevolent man saw a precedent

established for forming free governments in every part of

the world. The man of humanity contemplated the end of the

dZl-Stresses of his fellow citizens in the revival of commerce

and agriculture. Even the selfish passions were not idle.

The ambitious man beheld with pleasure the honors that were
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Moral arguments, Rush believed, also tended to prove

the superiority of republican governments. Devoted to the

moral well-being of the individual, Rush was convinced that

republican governments contributed to moral happiness and

curbed natural evil in their citizens. Rush maintained

that a well-balanced republic naturally produced this de-

sired tranquillity and order, when he informed prOSpective

iJnmigrants that

It is agreeable to observe the influence

which our republican governments have already

had upon the tempers and manners of our citi-

zens. Amusement is everywhere giving way to

business, and local politeness is yielding to

universal civility. He differ about forms

and modes in politics, but this difference

begins to submit to the restraints of moral

and social obligation.

‘tc> be diSposed of by the new government, and the man of

twaailth realized once more the safety of his bonds and rents

<ag£iinst the inroads of paper money and tender laws. Every

PMBzfison felt one of these passions, many more than one, and

§C>NR3 all of them during the procession. No wonder then that

11: ,gave so much and such delicate pleasure. But this was

“Syt all. The emblems afforded food for the understaniinf

11J<eawise. The history of the most important events of the

"Eir‘, and the inscriptions and devices upon many of the

fliaggs, gave occasional employment for that noble power of

true mind and added much to the pleasure of the sight. Even

tr“? senses partook of the entertainment, for the variety

of? <20Iors displayed in the various ornaments of-the machines

ar“j flags and in the dresses of the citizens, together with

ax; Eixcellent band of music, at once charmed the eyes and

eerrws of the spectators and thereby introduced the body to

ENiITtake, in a certain degree, of the feast of the mind."

ByDIWEover, the procession invigorated the body. The parade

aEYted five hours and covered three miles, "yet scarcely

19erson complained of fatigue, although there were many

0141 and weakly people in the procession." (Elias Boudinot,

July 9, 1788, Letters, I, l+71-L+72>.

I 218"Information to Europeans," April 16, 1790, Letters,

3 557.

__..__._...__
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In large part, it was the structural emphasis on balances

and checks and the division of powers in republicanism that

controlled individual and collective depravity.

To prove that a republic encouraged public morality,

Rush observed to Jefferson that the national election of

1800 was an admirable demonstration of the truth "that

national stability of Opinion and conduct with respect to
 

public men, as well as national integrity and humanity, are

more common virtues in a republic than in royal governments."

Stability was demonstrated by the fact the state governors

had never been voted out of office since 1775; integrity

by the citizens' "general fidelity" in paying import duties

throughout the union; humanity and integrity by the conduct

and honesty of the late election. The positive influence

of republicanism on morality was obvious, Rush suggested,

when he compared the American government with the monarchies

of Europe:

In the United States every citizen feels the

injury committed by public fraud as done to

himself. In a monarchy the mischief of fraud

18 said to extend only to the king, who in

the common sense of his subjects is considered

to possess millions of property not his own,

and of course that it is not criminal to rob

him.

In 1803 Rush reiterated to Jefferson the reciprocal relation

between the right kind of government and morality; he con—

tinued to prefer republicanism because it was most compatible

219Jefferson, Mar. 12, 1801, LEEEEEEJ II: 832°
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with "the moral and religious obligations of man."220

According to Rush, the significant influence of repub—

licanism on religion demonstrated that it was superior to

other forms of government. For one thing it encouraged

toleration and the separation of church and state; "our

republican form of government," he noted, "has already

softened the religious passions. We have less bigotry than

formerly; and while there is no court nor monarch, no mode

of worship will be preferred from interested considera-

tions."221 He agreed with Jefferson in his "wishes to keep

religion and government independent of each other."222

Moreover, Rush felt that "Republican forms of government are

more calculated to promote Christianity than monarchies.

The precepts of the Gospel and the maxims of republics in

"223
many instances agree with each other. At times Rush

saw republicanism as a prelude to an earthly millennium:

Republican forms of government are the best

repositories of the Gospel: I therefore

suppose they are intended as preludes to a

220Jefferson, Mar. 12, 1803, Letters, II, 859.

221Adams, June 15, 1789, Letters, I, 517.

222Jefferson, Oct. 6, 1800, Letters, II, 824. For

Rush's views on this principle see IBld., II, 82H-825. He

observed in 1790 that republicanism held forth "the equal

share of power . . . to men of every religious sect," add-

ing that "as the first fruits of this perfection in our

,government, we already see three gentlemen of the Roman

Catholic Church members of the legislature of the United

States" ("Information to EurOpeans," April 16, 1790,

Letters, I, 556).

223Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 523.
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glorious manifestation of its power and in-

fluence upon the hearts of men. The language

of these free and equal governments seems to be

like that of John the Baptist of old, "Prepare

ye the way of the Lord--make his paths strait."

The benevolent Spirit which has lately appeared

in the world, in its governments, in its numer-

ous philanthropic and humane societies, and

even in public entertainments, reminds me of

the first effort of a child to move its body

or limbs. These efforts are strong but irregu-

lar, and often in a contrary direction to that

which is intended. Time and a few unsuccessful

experiments will soon bring these motions into

a prOper direction. The same will happen, I

have no doubt, to the present kind but irregular

and convulsive impulses of the human heart. At

present they lead men to admire and celebrate

human lights and human deliverers, . . . but ere

long, public admiration and praise will rise to

him who is the true light of the world and who

only delivers from evils of every kind. At

present we wish "liberty to the whole world."

But the next touch of the celestial magnet upon

the human heart will direct it into wishes for

the salvation 2: all mankind.

 

Superior to other governmental systems on scientific,

moral, and religious grounds, a republic might have appeared

invulnerable to Rush, but such was not the case. Four

essentials were needed, he felt, to immunize the republican

body from political disease: the absence of any monarchic

adulteration in republicanism; the need of Christianity

as the foundation of republicanism; the establishment of

free public education to perpetuate republican principles;

and the necessity of maintaining an agricultural economy

in a republic.

Rush realized it would take "generations and even ages

224Elhanan Winchester, NOV- 12, 1791: Letters, I, 611'

612. The ellipsis dots are in Rush's text.
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225 "The republicanto wear" the remnants of monarchy away.

soil is broke [333] up," he wrote in 1776, "but we have

still many monarchical and aristocratic weeds to pluck up

from it."226 The success of republicanism depended upon

the successful elimination of traces of monarchy in America.

Rush's letters frequently attributed political, social,

economic, and religious difficulties in the new country

to the lingering influence of British monarchy.227 Though

he maintained that compound forms of government were neces-

sary to execute its simple ends,228 he did not mean by

"compound" the concept of mixed government John Adams

emphasized. To Rush, mixed forms—-as exemplified in the

English Constitution--meant "a medley, a contradiction, a

"229 Such a government,neutral mixture, opposite principles.

he explained to Adams, was a greater evil than absolute

monarchy:

Licentiousness, factions, seditions, and rebel-

lions have not been restrained by monarchy even

in Great Britain. They have been more numerous

225"17239-1791," Autobiography, p. 198.
 

226Walter Jones, July 30, 1776, Letters, I, 108. "We

have knocked up the substance of royalty, But now and then

we worship the shadow" (Ibid.). See Rush's letter to Gates,

Sept. 5, 1781, Letters, I, 265.

227See Jefferson, Mar. 1, 1796, Letters, II, 771—772;

James Currie, July 26, 1796, Letters, II, 779; Jefferson,

Jan. H, 1797, Letters, II, 784-785; Adams, May 5, 1809,

Letters, II, lfiUEffifis.

228"Observations on the Government of Pennsylvania,"

Selected Writings, p. 78.
 

229"l789-l791," p. 198.
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in that country than in any of the less free

monarchies or more free republics of Europe.

. . . When we reject a republic, I wish we

may adopt an absolute monarchy, for govern-

ments . . . should know no medium between

absolute republicanism and absolute monarchy.

There cannot be a greater absurdity than to

connect together in one government the living

principle of liberty in the people with the

deadly principle of tyranny in an hereditary

monarch. They must in time, with the best

balance in the world, overset each other.

They are created with the implements of war

in their hands. Fighting will be natural and

necessary to each of them to preserve an

existence.

A strong religious and moral foundation was the second

important ingredient for achieving a full measure of well-

being in a republic. Virtue, thought Rush, was the critical

difference between republican and despotic governments.

"Public and private integrity," he observed in 1778, "are

the only basis on which a republican government can be

erected or maintained."231 Without virtue or integrity,

however, republics advanced "fast towards the depravity of

"232 Motivated by the beliefmanners of a European country.

that "the more a peOple are corrupted, the more readily they

submit to arbitrary government," Rush concluded that main-

taining a solid moral foundation for government was "of the

230Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 522.

231Daniel Roderdeau, Mar. 9-19, 1778, Letters, I, 206;

Rush wrote Adams that "Nothing but integrity in private

and justice in public bodies can preserve a republic" (Adams,

Jan. 22, 1778, Letters, I, 191). "Virtue, virtue alone,"

he told William Gordon, ". . . is the basis of a Republic"

(Gordon, Dec. 10, 1778, Letters, I, 221).

2321bid.
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utmost importance to the present and future happiness"

of the citizens of a republic.233

He based his essay on morals, addressed "To the Minis-

ters of the Gospel of All Denominations," on the necessary

connection between morality and good government:

Under the great diversity of opinions you

entertain in religion, you are all united in

inculcating the necessity of morals. In this

business you are neither Catholics nor Protes-

tants--churchmen nor dissenters. One spirit

actuates you all. From the success or failure

of your exertions in the cause of virtue, we

anticipate the freedom or slavery of our

country. Even the new government of the United

States, from which so many advantages are

expected, will neither restore order nor

establish justice among us unless it be accom-

panied and supports? by morality among all

classes of people. H

When Rush urged Adams in 1811 to address the nation on

"those great national social, domestic, and religious virtues

which alone can make a people free, great, and happy," he

once again emphasized that they were "indiSpensibly necessary

to the existence of a REPUBLIC, and that the vices that are

Opposed to them necessarily lead to anarchy, monarchy, and

despotism."235

Struck by the similarity between republican and

Christian principles, Rush constantly stressed that Chris-

tianity formed the bedrock of republican governments. The

233"To the Ministers," June 21, 1788, Letters, I, 961,

#63.

23"Ibid., pp. nel-usz.

235Adams, Aug. 20, 1811, Letters, II, 1095, 1096-1097.
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Bible, he observed, favored human equality, respect for

justice, and "all those sober and frugal virtues, which

constitute the soul of republicanism."236 A republican

philoSOphy of government, then, was actually "a part of the

truth of Christianity":

A belief in God's universal love to all his

creatures, and that he will finally restore all

those of them that are miserable to happiness,

is a polar truth. It leads to truths upon all

subjects, more especially upon the subject of

government. . . . Republicanism is a part of

the truth of Christianity. It derives power

from its true source. It teaches us to View

our rulers in their true light. It abolishes

the false glare which surrounds kingly govern-

ment, and tends to promote the true happiness

of all its members as well as of_¥he whole world,

for peace with everybody is the true interest of

all republics.

Inculcating young peOple with Christian principles, there-

fore, was "the only means of establishing and perpetuating

our republican forms of government."238

Arguing for religious education in his essay, "Of the

Mode of Education PrOper in a Republic," Rush emphasized

that "A Christian cannot fail of being a republican" be-

cause the precepts of both were essentially alike. He

noted, first of all, that the doctrines of Christianity and

republicanism coincided in promoting "the happiness of

society, and the safety and well being of civil government."

235"The Bible as a School Book," 1791, Selected Writ-

ings, p. 130.,

 

237Jeremy Belknap, June 6, 1791, Letters, I, 58”.

238"The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 130.
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Secondly, Old Testament teachings Of man's creation and

of the relation of each man to the other by birth refuted

the divine right Of kings and strongly argued for "the

original and natural equality of all mankind." Thirdly,

". . . every precept of the Gospel," Rush continued,

"inculcates those degrees Of humility, self—denial, and

brotherly kindness, which are directly Opposed to the pride

of monarchy and the pageantry of a court." Fourth, because

a Christian's religion taught him that no man "liveth to

himself," he could not fail "of being useful to the

republic." Rush's final illustration was that both the

Christian and the republican lived inoffensively by the

golden rule.239 TO a considerable extent, then, Rush

believed that republicanism depended on Christianity to

prevent political tyranny-—as he put it to Jefferson:

I have always considered Christianity as the

strong ground Of republicanism. The spirit

Is Opposed} not only to the splendor, but

even to the very forms Of monarchy, and many

of its precepts have for their objects

republican liberty and equality as well as

simplicity, integrity, and economy in govern-

ment. It is only necessary for republicanism

to ally itself to the Christian religion to

overturn all the corrupted political and

religious institutions in the world.2u

 

The third requirement for a stable, enduring republican

government was the establishment of free, tax-supported

education. "Most of the distresses Of our country, and of
 

239"Mode Of Education," 1798. Selected Writings, pp-

88-890

 

21mJefferson, Aug. 22, 1800, Letters, II, 820—821.
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the mistakes which Europeans have formed of us," Rush wrote

Dr. Richard Price of London,

have arisen from a belief that the American

Revolution is over. This is so far from being

the case that we Have only finished the first

act Of the great drama. We have changed our

forms of government, but it remains yet to

effect a revolution in our principles, Opinions,

and manners so as to accommodate them to the

forms Of government we have adopted. This is

the most difficult part of the business of the

patriots and legislators of our country. It

requires more wisdom and fortitude than to

eXpel or to reduce armies into captivity. I

wish to see this idea inculcated by your pen.

Call upon the rulers Of our country to lay

the foundations of EEeir empire in knowledge

as well as virtue.2

 

Believing that the kind of educational system established in

America would largely determine the eventual success Of the

republican experiment, he warned that "wherever learning

is confined to 2£§_society [religious sect], or to a fgw

men, the government of that country will always be an

ARISTOCRACY, whether the prevailing party be composed of

"292 "Freedom can exist only in the societyrich or poor.

of knowledge," Rush stressed. "Without learning, men are

incapable Of knowing their rights, and where learning is

confined to a few peOple, liberty can be neither equal nor

universal." If limited education held ominous implications

for republicanism, universal education promised to encourage

Zulppiee, May 25, 1786, Letters, I, 388.

2L‘2"TO the Citizens of Pennsylvania," Aug. 31: 1785:

Letters, I, 368 n. 2-
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liberty and to promote "just ideas of laws and government."2”3

"It is by diffusing learning," he declared, "that we shall

destroy aristocratic juntas Of all parties, and establish

a true commonwealth."2uq

Education performed two important functions in a republic,

Rush felt, by preparing citizens for republicanism and by

training political leaders. Universal free education, he

believed, accommodated the peOple's "principles, opinions,

2”5 Would itand manners" to republican forms of government.

not, Rush asked Adams, "be better to raise our people to a

pure and free government by good education than to sink to

their present vulgar habits by accommodating a government

to them?"2u6 In Pennsylvania, for example, where so many

distinct nationalities existed, the dissemination of knowl-

edge would render citizens more homogeneous and thus more

fitted to government.2H7

Unless an education adapted to republicanism inspired

the people with "federal principles" and removed their

2L*3"Education Agreeable to a Republican Form Of Govern—

ment," 1786, Selected Writings, p. 97.
 

2””"TO the Citizens Of Pennsylvania," Aug. 31: 1785:

Letters, I, 368 n. 2-

2”i'vRichard Price, May 25, 1786, Letters, 1, 388. See

also "On the Defects of the Confederation," 1787, Selected

Writings, p. 29; "TO the Friends Of the Federal Government,"

Oct. 29, 1788, Letters, I, 991.

2L‘6Adams, June 15, 1789, Letters, I, 517.

2”“hode of Education," 1798," Selected Writingg, p. 88.

See also "To Trustees of Dickinson College," May 23, 1785,

Letters, I, 353; Annie Boudinot Stockton, June 19, 1787,

Letters, I, 921-922.

 



99

ignorance and prejudice, Rush warned in 1788, the enemies

of the Constitution would prevail in their charge that

the government was "too extensive for a republic" and that

it was "contrary to the habits of the people." An enlight—

ened e1ectorate--which only education provided--was

necessary, therefore, to put "the Constitution and happiness

of the United States upon a permanent foundation."2"8

Not only did education prepare citizens to participate

intelligently in government, but it also trained governmental

officers; it made men, Rush said, "better rulers as well as

"2'49

better citizens in a republican government. Whenever

rulers were educated, laws were wise and stable, constitu-

tions perfect, and governments free.250 Rush's proposed

federal university was partly motivated by his contention

that all governmental Officers needed special education in

the "principles and forms of government, applied in a

particular manner to the explanation of every part Of the

2H8"To the Friends of the Federal Government," Oct.

29, 1788, Letters, I, #91, #95. See also John Coakley

Lettsom, AprlI 8, 1785, Letters, I, 350; Richard Price,

April 22, 1786, Letters, I, 386. As for female education,

in addition to the usual curriculum, Rush would have them

taught the principles of liberty and government as well as

the duties Of patriotism ("Mode of Education," 1798, Selected

Writings, p. 95). See also Rush, Essays, Literary, Mora

l osophical (Philadelphia, 1798), p. 75, quoted in

RusseI B. Nye, The Cultural Life 2: the New Nation, 1776-

1830 (New York, 19607, p. 168.

249

 

 

John King, April 2, 1783, Letters, I, 298.

250"TO the Citizens of Pennsylvania," Aug. 31: 1785:

Letters, I, 367.
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Constitution and laws of the United States."251 In fact,

Rush suggested that after a certain time all public offi-

cials, elected or appointed, should be graduates of this

federal university; thus political Office would be "confined

to persons who had imbibed federal and republican ideas.

."252 Such education for political leaders, Rush con-

"253
cluded, was "very necessary in our republic. What was

needed, then, to maintain a healthy republic was the

diffusion of knowledge to all citizens--because of its

salutary effect upon religion, liberty, just government,

republican manners, agriculture, and manufactures.25u

251"TO Friends of the Federal Government," Oct. 29,

1788, Letters, I, #92. Rush also stressed history, practi—

cal legislation, law, economics, natural philosophy, natural

history, philology, and modern languages as essential parts

of the curriculum Of a federal university("On the Defects,"

1787, Selected Writings, p. 29; "To the Friends Of the

FederaliGovernment,“ Oct. 29, 1788, Letters, I, 992-993;

Richard Price, May 25, 1786, Letters, I, 388).

 

252"On the Defects," 1787, Selected Writings, p. 29;

"TO the Friends of the Federal Government," Oct. 29, 1788,

Letters, I, H9H. Butterfield notes that possibly because

Rush Iater realized this idea "had dangerous consequences

in view Of the development of parties," he did not include

the prOposal in his Essays (Ibid., I, 995 n. l).

253Char1es Nisbet, April 19, 178”, Letters, I, 323.

25‘1'"Education Agreeable," 1786, Selected Writings,

pp. 97-98. For full details Of Rush's prOposaIs for free,

public supported education along sectarian lines, see A

Plan for the Establishment of Public Schools and the Diffu-

Slon Of_Knowledge in—PennsyIVania; To WhIchFAre Added Thoughts
 

 

 

upon the Ode O Edficatlon,PrOper $3 a RepuEIIc (Phila.:

DOEsOH:_l786).__Both parts of this fraEt were reprinted

separately under the titles "Education Agreeable to a

Republican Form Of Government" and "Of the Mode Of Education

Proper in a Republic" in his Essays, 1798 (Letters, I,

387 n. 3. Both are reprinted in Selected Writings, pp.

87-96; 97-100). For his plan of E—f535r51 university, see

"To Friends of the Federal Government: A Plan for a Federal
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An agricultural economy was the fourth essential need

for a successful republic. When Rush called agriculture

"the true basis Of national health, riches and populous-

ness,"255 he hinted of the reciprocal relationship between

agrarianism, republicanism, and social well-being. As he

explained,

Civil society and agriculture began together.

The latter has always been looked upon among

the first employments of mankind.--It calls

forth every individual of the human race into

action.--It employs the body in a manner the

most conducive to its health.--It preserves

and increases the Species most;--and lastly,

it is most friendly to the practice Of virtue.

For these reasons, therefore, it is natural

to conclude that it is most agreeable to the

Supremg Eeing that man should be supported

by it. 5

"In a word, where agriculture is encouraged, there will be

riches, where there are riches, there will be Power, and

where there is Power, there will be Freedom and Independence."257

 

University," Oct. 29, 1788, Letters, I, 991-995 (reprinted

in Selected Writings, pp. 10I-105); "On the Defects," 1787,

Selected Writings, p. 29; Richard Price, May 25, 1786,

Letters, I, 388-389. Though education was vital to a

repubIlc's survival, Rush emphasized that it must be non-

partisan (John Montgomery, June 21, 1799, Letters, II,

812). For a qualified view on the importance of learning

in a republic, see Rush's letter to James Hamilton, June

27, 1810, Letters, II, 1053. Harry G. Good, Benjamin Rush

and His SerVICes to American Education (Berne, Ind., 1918),

considers RushTs Educational Views in detail.

 

 

 

 

255"Medicine Among the Indians of North America," 1779,

Selected Writings, p. 290. Agriculture was "the great basis

of’natIOnal wealth and happiness" ("Education Agreeable,"

1786, Selected Writings, p. 97).

 

256"Sermon on Exercise," 1772, Selected Writings, pp.

358-359.

 

257"On Manners," 1769, Selected Writings, p. 392.

"Agriculture is the only valid BaSIs of the riches of any

country. In Rome when that empire flourished, we find

agriculture was held in the highest estimation" (Ibid.).
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According to Rush, then, the advantages of health,

longevity, and population growth and the blessings of

commerce, literature, science, religion, and government

"can only be secured to our country by AGRICULTUP ." He

cited Pennsylvania as an example of the positive influence

Of agriculture upon "the number and happiness of a people."

The province had grown in population so rapidly and had been

so productive in literature, education, and science that

258 Pro-
only a divine prescience could have predicted it.

vided that the nation as a whole maintained its agrarian

foundation, its future greatness seemed assured:

It is impossible to tell from history, what will

be the effects of agriculture, industry, temper-

ance, and commerce, urged on by the competition

Of colonies, united in the same general pursuits,

in a country, which for extent, variety of soil,

climate, and number Of navigable rivers, has

never been equalled in any quarter of the globe.

America is the theatre where human nature will

probably receive her last agggprincipal literary,

moral and political honors.

In contrast, Rush viewed manufacturing, which inevit-

ably concentrated population into large cities, as an

environment inimical to republicanism. Like other agrarians,

he instinctively associated vice and corruption with cities--

as he wrote Jefferson, "I agree with you in your Opinion

of cities. COWper the poet very happily expresses our

ideas of them compared with the country. 'God made the

258"Medicine Among Indians," 1779, Selected Writings:

pp. 290-291.

 

2591bid., p. 290.
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country--man made cities.’ I consider them in the same

light that I do abscesses on the human body, viz., as

"260 Be-

reservoirs of all the impurities of a community.

cause Rush associated monarchy with the urban environment,

he urged in 1783 that Congress establish the capitol in a

village like Princeton where it would be free from "the

combustible matter of vice" found in large cities.261

Later, on the theory that "The government will receive a

tone and complexion from the circumambient air in which it

is placed," he encouraged John Adams to use his influence

to prevent New York--composed of one third "British-hearted
 

citizens"--from becoming the seat of the United States Con-

gress.262 From these English sympathizers, Rush explained,

members Of Congress

will learn to be very complaisant to all the

vices Of monarchy and to the corrupt manners of

the city Of London. . . . Mr. Coxe informs me

that a lady a few weeks ago in a large company

inquired, "What news from our poor king?" Can

the virtue of our Congress—be safe in a city

where such speeches are both common and popular?

Think, sir, Of the influence of light tea-

parties, music parties, 8c., 8c., upon the

manners Of the rulers Of a great republic.

Should amusement or improvement be the great

Object of company-keeping? And are those men

the most suitable companions for members of

260Jefferson, Oct. 6, 1800, Letters, II, 829. Jeffer-

son had written to Rush, Sept. 23, 1800, that the growth

of cities was "pestilential to the morals, the health and

the liberties Of man" (Ibid., II, 827 n. 1). See also

letters to Enoch Green, 1761, Letters, I, H; "To the Citizens

Of Pennsylvania," Aug. 31, 1785, EEtters, I, 367.

261John Montgomery, June 27, 1783, Letters, I, 302.

262Adams, Mar. 19, 1789, Letters, I, 506.
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Congress who have showed less zeal to establish

the government from which they derive their

authority than to detain them in the city Of

New York? By no means. They will act like

children if they suffer themselves to be

seduced by the gingerbread, nuts, ag83baby house

which they have spread before them.

Rush placed much of his hope for a stable republic,

therefore, on the enlightened farmer-scholar Of an agrarian

society. Similar to Jefferson's natural aristocracy of

talent and virtue, Rush's farmer-scholar, educated in

republican principles, formed the basic citizenry of a

republic and provided its most dependable source of lead-

26”
ership. Utilizing the physiocratic concept Of the

morality of an agrarian environment, Rush reasoned that

"our rulers must be taken . . . from the cultivators Of

the earth" because "their manner of life secures them best

from that corruption to which all governors are naturally

disposed."265

263Ibid., 1, 506-507.

26""TO the Citizens Of Pennsylvania," Aug. 31, 1785:

Letters, I, 366-367.

265Ibid., I, 367. "The country life is happy, chiefly

because its laborious employments are favourable to virtue,

and unfriendly to vice" ("The Influence Of Physical Causes

Upon the Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, p. 196).

Jefferson, in Notes on Virginia, Observed that "Those who

labor in the earth are the chosen people Of God, if ever he

had a chosen people, whose breasts he has made his peculiar

deposit for substantial and genuine virtue. It is the

focus in which he keeps alive that sacred fire, which other-

wise might escape from the face of the earth. Corruption

Of morals in the mass Of cultivators is a phenomenon Of

which no age nor nation has furnished an example" (Writings,

ed. H. A. Washington, Washington, 1853-1854, III, 2684269;

quoted in Vernon Louis Parrington, Main Currents in American

Thought, New York, 1930, I, 397). ‘—
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Convinced, then, of the superiority of republican forms

of government on scientific, ethical, and theological grounds

unless adulterated by monarchy, religious infidelity,

inadequate education, or manufacturing, Rush concluded that

a republic was "not only rational but practicable."266

In a letter to the Earl of Buchan in 1795, Rush reviewed

the arguments that supported his belief that republics

best achieved the ends of good government: "The United

States continue to demonstrate by their internal order and

external prosperity the practicality, safety, and happiness

of republican forms of government and among a people too

educated for monarchical principles and habits."267

Where virtue and knowledge were wanting, Rush knew,

republics were built upon quicksand: "Every man, who at-

tempts to introduce a republican form of government, where

the peOple are not prepared for it by virtue and knowledge,

is as much a madman as St. Anthony was, when he preached

"268 In view of Rush's frequentthe Gospel to fishes.

charges, in his last years, that corruption and ignorance

pervaded America, he was just such a madman, for he con-

tinued his "belief in republican systems of political

255Jefferson, Oct. 6, 1800, Letters, II, 826-827.

267The Earl of Buchan, June 25, 1795, Letters, II,

761. "The United States continue," Rush wrote Griffith

Evans, "to exhibit proofs to the world that republics are

practical governments. We are still peaceable and

happy. . . ." (Evans, Mar. U, 1796, Letters, II, 772).

258"On Mania," 1787, Selected Writings, p. 21a.
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happiness."269 ". . . I will not admit," a far from naive

Rush declared to Jefferson in 1800,

that we have been deceived in our early and long

affection for republican forms of government.

. . . As well might we reject the pure and simple

doctrines and precepts of Christianity because

they have been dishonored by being mixed with

human follies and crimes by the corrupted

churches of Europe, as renounce our republics

because their name has been dishonored by the

follies and crimes of the French nation. The

preference which men depraved by false govern-

ment have given to monarchy is no more a proof

of its excellence than the preference which men

whose appetites have been depraved by drinking

whiskey is a proof that it is more wholesome

than water. . . . Representative and elective

government appears to be a discovery of modern

times. It has met with the fate of many other

discoveries which have had for their objects

the melioration of the condition of man. It

has been opposed, traduced,298d nearly scouted

from the face of the earth.

In analyzing Rush's political thought in the previous

sections of this chapter, we first noted that certain basic

assumptions about human nature and science permeated

and supported his speculations. Then we examined his theory

of constitutional government, based on the complex execu-

tion of simple principles, and his criticism of despotic

forms of government because they failed to provide for the

general welfare. Next we considered the scientific, moral,

and religious reasons republican governments successfully

embodied his general theory of free government. Finally,

259Adams, June 15, 1789, Letters, I, 516.

270Jefferson, Oct. 6, 1800, Letters, II, 826-827.
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we discussed the critical elements necessary for republics

to flourish. That we have attempted to demonstrate through-

out this portion of the study is that Rush constantly drew

upon natural history, natural philosophy, and theology

to guide his thinking and to evaluate his conclusions. We

shall now consider his analysis of the nature of republican-

ism--its emphasis on balances and checks, its division of

powers, its federalistic point of view, its mechanics of

suffrage and representation. In the following sections,

we shall continue to point out where Rush's attitude toward

human nature and faith in science and natural history

influenced his republican philOSOphy of government.



VI. Rush's Theory of Republican Government

A republic, Rush wrote Adams in 1789, was "a govern-

ment consisting of thrgg branches, and each derived at

different times and for different periods from the PEOPLE.

Where this circulation is wanting between rulers and the

ruled, there will be an obstruction to genuine government.

A king or a senate not chosen by the people at certain

periods becomes . . . an abscess in the body politic which

must sooner or later destroy the healthiest state."271

Rush's definition suggested the characteristics of repub-

licanism he stressed frequently in his essays and letters.

First of all, Rush emphasized the separation of powers into

independent legislative, judicial, and executive branches,

each counterpoised against the other-—an obvious use of

Newtonian physics to control the factious, predatory nature

of man. Second, political sovereignty, he stressed, lay

in the peOple who, in turn, delegated it to government for

272 Third, in contrast to puretemporary periods of time.

democracy, republics relied more heavily on representative

government. Fourth, the people chose the officers of the

legislative and executive branches at frequent intervals,

thus establishing a rotation of power; without this suffrage,

271Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 523.

272"Observations on the Government of Pennsylvania,"

1777, The Selected Writin s of Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert

D. Runes (New York, 1 , pT—7I: "Government supposes and

requires a delegation of power."
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the mental and physical "health" of the state was vulnerable

to "diseased" forms of government.273 Fifth, the foundation

for republicanism, Rush maintained, was "universal and

equal liberty," for "no form of government can be rational

but that which is derived from the Suffrages of the people

who are the subjects of it."27”

Before considering these aspects of republicanism in

detail, we should examine briefly certain general observa-

tions Rush made on the nature of a republic. As he made

clear when he analyzed monarchy and military despotism,

individual power seriously threatened republics. Drawing

upon Newtonian physics to make his point, Rush observed,

"Nonarchies are illuminated by a 322, but republics should

be illuminated only by constellations of great men."275

The final sovereignty, however, lay not even in men, but

in laws; the only sovereign Rush acknowledged in a republic

276 As a specimen of Joseph Priestley'swas its laws.

republican views, Rush quoted approvingly the Chemist's

observation that "The time will . . . come when laws shall

govern so completely that a man shall be a month in America

273See Barbeu Dubourg, SGPt- 15, 1775: Letters, I: 111-

27L”A Plan of a Peace-Office for the United States,"

1799, Selected Writings, p. 19; "Travels Through Life,"

Autobiography, ed. George W. Corner (Princeton, 19u8), p.

#6.

 

 

27SDavid Ramsay, Nov. 5, 1778, Letters, I, 220.

276Horatio Gates, June 12, 1781, Letters, I, 26a.
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without knowing who is President of the United States."277

Although critics accused republican governments of

"leading to disorder and licentiousness," such charges,

Rush felt, not only were unjustified but actually tended

to characterize monarchy.278 There had been fewer, and less

violent, factions in America since 1776 than in many mon-

archies under less distressing conditions during the same

period. Instead of war and bloodshed, factions in America

produced nothing more than scurrility in newspapers and

angry speeches. Moreover, passions resulting from repub-

1ican politics produced fewer diseases than those resulting

279 Republics, he commented to Richard Pricefrom monarchy.

of London, traveled to "order and wise government" with

less violence than monarchies--through "a sea of blunders"

rather than through "seas of blood."280 Thus the principle

of equal representation in republics reduced factions and

maintained order.281

In addition to stability, the encouragement of equality

was another important characteristic of republican govern-

ments. During the procession in Philadelphia honoring the

new federal government in 1788, Rush observed that it

demonstrated the inherent economic equality of republican

278Jeremy Belknap, June 6, 1791, Letters, I, 583.

279Adams, June 16, 1789, Letters, I, 516-517.

280Price, Oct. 27, 1786, Letters, I, H09.

28lnCOmmonp1ace Book, 1789-1791," Autobiography, p.

198, June 10, 1791.
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governments, for in the procession, in contrast to those

in monarchic governments, no trade or profession was

. . . 282 fl, . .

accorded any rank or distinction. lne princ1p1es of

republican governments, by teaching man "the absurdity of

the divine origin of kingly power," not only "approximate

the extreme ranks of men to each other," but also "revive

and establish the relations of fellow-citizen, friend, and

brother."283

The concept of balanced powers, attained by dividing

governmental power into equal branches, Rush believed, was

a fundamental principle in republican governments. His

chief criticism of simple democracy was that it created

"an unbalanced republic," by failing to separate the judi-

cial, executive, and legislative powers, or by failing to

make the three branches independent and equal. Had the

new federal government, he wrote Adams in 1789, "been more

completely balanced" by providing greater power in the

executive branch, "it would have realized all the wishes of

"28” Thoughthe most sanguine friends to republican liberty.

the Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776 divided the powers of

government, it did not, Rush charged, balance or check

them: neither the governor nor the council could exercise

282Elias Boudinot, July 7, 1788, Letters, I, u72.

283"On Punishing Murder by Death," 1792, Selected

Writings, p. 52.

28”Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 522-523.
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a veto to check acts of the legislature; neither the

executive nor the judicial powers were independent.285

Rush agreed with Adams that "a constitution composed of

three branches" was "the only one that can preserve polit—

"286
ical happiness. "Order and tranquillity," he asserted,

"appear to be the natural consequence of a well-balanced

"287 A well-balanced and checked republicanrepublic.

government, then, was necessary to provide "safety, wisdom,

and dignity" in government, and "perfect security" for

"property, liberty, and life"288; otherwise, a nation could

not ward off political diseases, such as monarchy and anarchy.

In particular, Rush saw two advantages inherent in a

system of checks and balances. First of all, it prevented

faction and rebellion, restrained human folly and madness,

and recognized the political effects of human depravity.

"The factions, seditions, and rebellions of republics,"

he pointed out, "arise wholly from the want of checks or

balances and from a defect of equal representation."289

Secondly, checks, especially those inherent in a compound,

285Anthcny Wayne, Sept. 2n, 1776, Letters, I, 115;

"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 69-72.
A

286Adams, Jan. 22, 1789, Letters, I, use; see David

Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, #55.

287"Information to Immigrants," Apr. 16, 1790, Letters,

I, 557.

288Anthony Jayne, Sept. 2”, 1776, Letters, I, 115;

Wayne, April 2, 1777, Letters, I, 137.

289Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, 1. 522-
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i. e., bicameral, legislature, provided one of the "two

securities for liberty in any government," he eXplained to

David Ramsay. Without checks,"a volume of rights would

avail nothing." So long as liberty was committed to a

compound legislature, the sovereignty of the people was

secure; so long as the compound legislature and the execu—

N

tive branch were required to concur on legislation, an

hundred principles in man will lead them to watch, to

check, and to oppose each other should an attempt be made

. . . 90

by either of them upon the liberties of the people."

Political power separated into distinct branches, then,

furnished government with a check on tyranny and provided a

vital protection of liberty. But a compound, as opposed to

a single, legislature provided even greater checks against

faction in government. Rush, in contrast to Adams, be-

lieved that a bicameral legislature did not protect property

interests primarily, but guarded the poor masses from

encroachment by the wealthy few. In his attack against

the unicameral legislature in Pennsylvania, Rush explained

how a compound legislature protected the poor:

The men of middling property and poor men can

never be safe in a mixed representation with the

men of over-grown property. Their liberties can

only be secured by having exact bounds prescribed

to their power, in the fundamental principles

of the Constitution. By a representation of the

men of middling fortunes in one house, their

whole strength is collected against the influence

of wealth. Without such a representation, the

290Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, HSB-HSH.
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most violent efforts of individuals to oppose

it would be divided and broken, and would want

that system, which alone would enable them to

check that lust for dominion which is always

connected with opulence. The government of

Pennsylvania therefore has been called most

improperly a government for poor men. It

carries in every part of it a poison to their

liberties. It is impossible to form a govern-

ment more suited to the passions and interests

of rich men.291

Moreover, Rush would check the aristocratic tendencies of

the upper house by giving it "no one exclusive privilege"

over the lower house (in contrast to the House of Lords

in England) and by giving it no power "but what is derived

from the annual suffrages of the People." "A body thus

chosen, " he stress ed, "could have no object in view but

"292
the happiness of their constituents. The significant

feature of a double legislature, Rush concluded, was safety,

"in as much as each body possesses a free and independent

power, so that they mutually check ambition and usurpation

in each other."293

291"Observations," 1777, Selected Uritings, p. 63.

Cp. Adams' position in A Defence of the Constitutions . . .

(1787-1789).

 

 

292Ibid., p. 81. To illustrate his point, Rush noted

that it was "remarkable to Connecticut, that the legislative

council of the State has in no one instance made amendments,

or put a negative upon the acts of their Assembly, in the

course of above one hundred years, in which both have not

appeared to the people in a few months to have been calcu-

lated to promote their liberty and happiness" (Ibid.).

293Ibid., p. 68. A constitution, based on republican

principles, should include provisions for amendments, in

order to give the peOple an additional check against arbi-

trary government. "The constant changes in human affairs,

and in the dispositions of a people," Rush explained,

"might render occasional alterations . . . necessary in the
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In discussing the nature of republican governments,

Rush frequently commented on the function of the execu-

tive, judicial, and legislative branches. The separation

of governmental powers into autonomous units that mutually

checked one another was to Rush, as we have seen, an

important part of the system of balances and checks. No

individual or group of men could possess exclusive judicial,

executive and legislative power if the people's liberty

was to remain inviolate. "Absolute power," he asserted,

"should never be trusted to man. It has perverted the

wisest heads, and corrupted the best hearts in the world.

I should be afraid to commit my prOperty, liberty, and life

"29” Rush wasto a body of angels for one whole year.

particularly fearful of combining the legislative, execu-

tive, and judicial powers of a state into a single repre-

sentative assembly. "This combination of powers in one

body," he wrote, "has in all ages been pronounced a

tyranny."295

The executive branch, Rush believed, functioned pri-

marily as a check upon the legislature through its power of

veto. He criticized the Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776

because neither the president nor the executive council

 

most perfect Constitution." Thus he criticized the Pennsyl-

vania Constitution of 1776 because its complicated amendment

procedures prevented the alteration of what he felt to be a

tyrannical state government. The legislature, of course,

should not possess the power to amend its constitution; only

"a representation of the peOple, chosen for that purpose"

should be empowered to change it (Ibid., pp. 54, 73-74, 76-77).

29”Ibid., p. 67.

295Ibid., p. 70.
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held a negative upon the laws of the assembly. Without

this, the executive had no real authority or influence

in the government. In the provincial government before the

Revolutionary War, the Governor, even though he served the

king's interests, not the peOple's, frequently checked the

"hasty, and ill-digested resolutions" which the assemblymen

themselves condemned "in their cooler hours."296

For the executive branch to maintain a balance of power

with the representative body, it was absolutely necessary

that it be wholly independent. Again Rush attacked the

Pennsylvania Constitution for failing to keep the executive

power independent of the legislature. Two provisions of

the constitution, he explained, placed the power of the

council into the hands of the assembly. By the first

provision, the joint ballot of the council and assembly

chose the president, but since the assembly outnumbered the

council five to one, it actually selected the chief execu-

297
tive. By the second, the assembly set the salaries of

the president and each of the counsellors—-a fact which "will

necessarily render them dependant [sic] upon them."298

Rush felt that rotation of power in the executive branch,

by the vote of the people, sufficiently prevented aristocratic

295Ibid., pp. 65, 69.

297However, in Rush's criticism of the Confederation in

1787, he advocated that "the president be chosen annually

by the joint ballots of both houses" of a proposed bicameral

legislature ("On the Defects of the Confederation," 1787,

Selected Writings, p. 27).
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tendencies; thus it was not necessary that the legislature

299
dominate it. After a certain period in office--perhaps

seven, nine, or eleven years--the executive officer would

be ineligible to that position.300

In two areas, Rush stressed that executive officers

should have exclusive power of appointment because they

derived their power from all citizens, in contrast to

representatives who held office by the suffrage of a small

portion, of a state. Concerning the appointment of judges,

Rush explained, ". . . if all the magistrates in the State

were appointed by the Governor, or executive part of the

State, it would be impossible for me to appear before the

bar of a magistrate any where who did not derive his power

originally from me"; otherwise, "I am bound contrary to the
 

principles of liberty (which consist in a man being governed

."301 Rush also was concernedby men chosen by himself). . .

with the selection of military officers. He recommended that

the executive "possess certain powers in conjunction with

a privy council, especially the power of appointing officers.

. . . The officers will not only be better when appointed

this way, but one of the principal causes of faction will be

thereby removed from congress."302 Moreover, if the executive

299Ibid., p. 70; Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 523.

300Adams, July 18, 1812, Letters, II, 1155.

301"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 72.

302"On the Defects," 1787, Selected Writings, p. 27.
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power of a state appointed all military officers, then a

soldier would view them as creatures of his own power, and

they, in turn, would treat him fairly because of his in-

fluence at elections. If officers held their commissions

from people in local sections, however, a soldier in a

state militia would frequently be commanded by officers whose

303 In both ofpower did not derive originally from him.

these instances, Rush implied that an executive appointive

power would create a greater sense of responsibility on the

part of the appointed official as well as the citizens of

the government.

Rush, then, was convinced of the need for a strong

executive power to match that of the legislature. Even the

new Federal Constitution, he felt, did not create a

sufficiently powerful executive; had it granted the Presi—

dent more power, it would have "been more completely

balanced."30” Rush summed up his opinions in a letter to

Adams in 1812:

You are mistaken in supposing that I think

our executive too strong. I wish it were wholly

independent of the Senate in all its appointments.

I wish further that the President should be chosen

for 7, 9, or 11 years, and afterwards become in-

eligible to that or any other station or office,

303"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 72.

"Had the appointment of the militia officers been left to

the council or to a governor, such men would probably have

been put into office as would have drawn with them the flower

of the yeomanry of the state into the field" (Anthony Wayne,

June 18, 1777, Letters, I, 150).

 

30”Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 522.
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with a salary of 2 or 3 thousand dollars a

year to compensate for that disability and to

enable him to support the expenses to which

his having filled the office of President

would expose him in subsequent life. This

would give him an independence as the first

magistrate of the nation that would obviate

one half the evils of our government.

The legislative branch, like the executive and judicial,

derived its power and authority from the people; therefore,

members of a representative congress, Rush thought, ought

306 Rush was con-to be considered servants, not masters.

cerned that the representative body neither assume executive

and judicial powers, nor dominate the executive and judi-

ciary. Its function should be solely legislative. Among

the duties of a representative assembly, he believed, per-

haps the exclusive right of taxation was the most important.

The legislature retained this right because it represented

the greatest part of the peOple; because its members, gathered

from all parts of the country, were thus knowledgeable of

the situation of all the commonwealth; and because "they

(from their greater number) are naturally supposed to have

more property in the state, and therefore have a better

right to give it away for purposes of government."307

The preservation of the liberties of the people, Rush

believed, was also an important function of the legislative

305Adams, July 18, 1812, Letters, II, 1155.

306John Dunlop, July 3, 1779, Letters. 1: 229-230.

307Catharine Macaulay, Jan. 18, 1769, Letters, I, 71.
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branch of government. A system of representation secured

and maintained the rights of the people; ". . . the people,"

he declared, "where their liberties are committed to an

equal representation and to a compound legislature . . . ,

will always be the sovereigns of the rulers and hold all

"308

their rights in their own hands. Although the legis-

lative branch guarded the peOple's freedom and well-being,

Rush knew its proceedings were frequently far from ideal.309

Economic motives, for example, such as those which led New

England in Congress to Oppose successfully a high tariff on

molasses for rum, furnished Rush "with a melancholy proof

that we have nothing to hope from the influence of law in

"310 Concerning the limitationsmaking men wise and sober.

of legislation, Rush wrote Adams, "It would be well if legis-

lators were taught before they begin to legislate that there

are certain things which elude the power of government as

certainly as a stone when thrown into the air falls to the

ground." "The dictates of conscience, religious and philo—

sophical Opinions," and price fixing, for example, were beyond

the powers of legislation.311 Aware of the limitations of

lawmaking, Rush asked, how can legislation best protect

the individual's rights? By basing it on the Bible, he

308David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, H53.

309See "Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 56-57.
 

310Jeremy Belknap, July 13, 1789, Letters. 1, 520:
521 n. 2.

311Adams, April 1, 1809, Letters, II, 1000.
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answered, for "In the Bible alone man is described as he lg.

He can be governed of course only by accommodating law to

his nature as developed in that sacred book."312

The checking of legislative excesses by executive veto

and judicial review--however important to Rush-—was to no

avail unless the legislature itself was divided into two

independent powers that would "mutually check ambition and

usurpation in each other." The upper house, composed

primarily of men of property, effectively checked the lower

popular assembly for two reasons-~the legislative council

often consisted "of men of superior knowledge and experience

in the State," and its members had greater "obligations to

wisdom and integrity" because a smaller group was more

answerable to the public for improper conduct. This legis-

lative senate, however, possessed "22.923 exclusive privi-

lege" and no power "but what is derived from the annual

suffrages of the People." Its duties included amending and

vetoing acts of the assembly. The lower house, or repre-

sentative assembly, protected "men of middling property and

poor men" whose interests "can never be safe in a mixed

representation with the man of over-grown property." By

representing these men in one house, "their whole strength
 

is collected against the influence of wealth."313

312Adams, Jan. 13, 1809, Letters, 11, 993.

313"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 51, 53a

an, 68.
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For Rush, therefore, the many advantages of a bicameral

legislature made it absolutely mandatory for a republican

form of government, offering "the utmost freedom" since

its decisions "cannot fail of coinciding with the wills of

31” H
" moreover, a com-the great majority of the community.

pound legislature provided safety because the two independent

bodies mutually checked one another. It also provided great

wisdom, for every law amended and revised by both houses

was "necessarily strained of every mixture of folly, passion,

and prejudice." In addition, such a government kept its

freedom longer-—Rush remarked that Sparta remained free

over 500 years because it had a compound legislature. Such

a government also established "obedience to laws, subord-

ination to magistrates, civility and decency of behavior,

and the contrary of everything like mobs and factions."

Finally, bicameral legislatures best encouraged the health

of the people in its broadest sense; they were

most agreeable to human nature, inasmuch as they

afford the greatest sc0pe for the expansion of

the powers and virtues of the mind. Wisdom,

learning, experience, with the most extensive

benevolence, the most unshaken firmness, and

the utmost elevation of soul, are all called

into exercise by the opposite and different

duties of the different representations of the

people.3 5

 

In short, a compound legislature--by providing for indivi-

dual growth, order, durability, wisdom, safety, and freedom--

31”Ibid., pp. 68, 69, 69 n. 2.

315Ibid., p. 69.
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best obtained the desired ends set forth in his own theory

of free government: it met his tests of science, natural

history, theology, and simple-complex government.

But the legislative branch, Rush knew, was also a

potential source of tyranny, especially when the legislature

dominated the executive and the judiciary and when it was

a unicameral representative body. He thus argued for a

balance of powers and a bicameral legislature. Convinced

that arbitrary government "was natural where all legislative

power is lodged in a single body of men," he constantly

spoke out against a single legislature in his correspondence

316
and essays. Pennsylvania's single assembly, Rush remarked

to Anthony Wayne, was "the only unaccountable body of men
 

that ever existed in a free country."317 When unlimited

in power, "a single legislature," Rush observed, "is big

with tyranny." He preferred living under a government of

one man than that of many men in a unicameral assembly.318

In his essay "On the Defects of the Confederation,"

he emphasized that one of its chief weaknesses was "vesting

the sovereign power of the United States in a single

legislature. . . ." Although the Confederation lacked

coercive power, to increase it would make the unicameral

316"Travels Through Life," Autobiography, p. 158.
 

317wayne, April 2, 1777, Letters, I, 137.

318wayne, May 19, 1777, Letters, I, lu8. See Ramsay,

Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, #53.
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Congress "more dangerous." Consequently, Rush recommended

that the Constitutional Convention divide "the supreme

federal power . . . into two distinct independent bran-

ches," a council of one delegate and an assembly of two,

three, or four delegates, "chosen annually by each state."

"I apprehend," he concluded, "this division of power of

Congress will become more necessary, as soon as they are

invested with more ample powers of levying and expending

public money."319

Rush's most concentrated attack upon the evils of a

unicameral legislature appeared in his detailed analysis of

the Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776. Criticizing the fact

that "the supreme, absolute, and uncontrolled power of the

whole State is lodged in the hands of one body of men,"

he attempted to refute the arguments which favored a single

320 First, the proponents of a single legis-legislature.

latured argued that it was in harmony with the idea that

perfection in government consisted in simplicity. Rush

responded to this argument by distinguishing between simpli-

city in the principles of government and complexity in

their execution. If ". . . governments are dangerous and

tyrannical in prOportion as they approach to simplicity,"

then a government based on a single legislature, in its

very simplicity, was despotic. Secondly, the friends of

319"On the Defects," 1787, Selected Writings, pp. 27-28.
 

320"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 60-68.
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unicameral legislatures said there was no danger of tyranny

since they shared the burdens laid upon their constituents,

but Rush noted that history recorded accounts of single

assemblies that exempted themselves from such burdens.

Moreover, it was possible under the Pennsylvania Constitu-

tion for an assembly to be composed completely of non-

property owners who could, in a few years, drain the State

of its wealth.

To a third argument for single representative bodies--

that in bicameral legislatures the upper house often vetoed

salutary laws, as was the case in England--Rush answered

that when legislative senates, in contrast to the House of

Lords, derived their power from the annual suffrage of the

people and held no exclusive privileges, they usually acted

to promote the people's happiness and freedom. Fourth,

advocates of a single legislature noted that the federal

Congress under the Articles of Confederation was unicameral.

Rush argued, however, that the objects of federal legislation

were strictly limited, always liable to checks by each of

the Thirteen States, and involved neither the liberty,

prOperty, nor life of the individuals of any State. That

legislative councils laid the foundation for aristocracy

was the fifth argument for single legislatures that Rush

considered. He felt this danger unreal, for the people

elected the upper house annually and the assembly checked

any aristocratic tendencies in its deliberations. Greater

danger from aristocracy, Rush believed, existed in single
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legislatures where, because of the influence of wealth and

the depravity of human nature, the rich often gained ab-

solute control and the poor had no lower house to protect

their vital interests.

The sixth argument Rush analyzed was that in single

legislatures those of greater wisdom who usually composed

the senate, when mixed with assemblymen, instructed and

enlightened them. Rush, however, suggested that the assem-

blymen might reduce wiser heads to their ill passions and

prejudices. In addition, even if not harmfully influenced,

counsellors were so decidedly in the minority that those

who ordinarily composed assemblies constantly outvoted them.

Seventh, the proponents of the single legislature pointed

out that a council of twenty or thirty members should never

dominate an assembly of seventy to eighty. Though believ-

ing in a balance of power between chambers, Rush argued that

counsellors, probably more experienced and knowledgeable

and of greater integrity because, by virtue of their smaller

numbers, more answerable to the public, more properly domin-

ated the legislature than assemblymen. Besides, he added,

the supporters of the present constitution could not object

since the forty-seventh section gave uncontrolled power to

a twenty-four member council of censors to revise and cen-

sure the activities of the government for the preceding seven

years. Rush reasoned that

two houses consisting of an unequal number of

members, both viewing objects through the same

medium of time and place, may agree in every

thing essential, and disagree in matters only
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of doubtful issue to the welfare of the state;

but I am sure, a body of twenty—four men sit-

ting in judgment upon the proceedings of a

body of men defunct in their public capacity

seven years before them, cannot fail of

committing the most egregious mistakes from

the obscurity which time, and their ignorance

of a thousand facts and reasonings must throw

upon all their deliberations.321

Rush charged that the eighth argument--that Pennsylvania

had always been governed by a single legislature--was

"without any foundation." The governor, who possessed a

negative as well as the power of amending acts of the

assembly, was thus "a distinct branch of our legislature."

Ninth, defenders of the single legislature stressed

that the constitution provided four checks on the assembly:

annual elections, open legislative sessions, publication of

laws for public assent before their passage, and punishment

of violations of the constitution by the council of censors.

Rush responded to the first check, by observing that future

assemblies, possessing great power from the many offices

they bestow, might abolish elections or fetter them with

restrictions to prevent nine-tenths from voting. Even if

elections remained, assemblies could do great harm in a year's

time. The second check, Rush noted, was a rather impractical

one, for the few who actually attended legislative sessions

were hardly representative of the people. The third--the

assent of the people at large-~was almost impossible to

obtain short of county by county balloting, and thus an

ineffective check. The final check, the council of censors,

3211bid., pp. su-ss.
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was ineffectual because it met only once every seven years.

An individual or group might "deceive, rob, and enslave.

the public for seven years and then flee the country to

escape the punishment of the council.

Thus Rush attempted to refute the current arguments

among political thinkers for a single legislature. He was

convinced that, above all, such a system was prejudicial

to the liberties of the people; it defeated the very purpose

of government. Using courts of law as an example, Rush

commented that

In a free government, the most inconsiderable

portion of our liberty and property cannot be

taken from us, without the judgment of two or

three courts; but, by the Constitution of

Pennsylvania, the whole of our liberty and

and property, and even our lives, may be

taken from us, by the hasty and passionate

decision of a single Assembly.32

In 1789, Rush reviewed his objections to a single legis-

lature:

My observations upon the misery which a single

legislature has produced in Pennsylvania have

only served to increase my abhorrence of that

species of government. I could as soon embrace

the most absurd dogmas in the most absurd of

all the pagan religions as prostitute my under-

standing by approving of our state Constitution.

It is below a democracy. It is mobocracy, if

you will allow me to coin a word. If you will

not, permit me to compare it to a wheelbarrow

or a balloon. I never see our self-balanced

legislature meet but I feel as if I saw a body

of men ascending in ongzpf those air vehicles

without sails or helm.

 

322Ibid., p. 68.

323Adams, Jan. 22, 1789, Letters, I, u98—u99. In his

examination of the single assembly in Pennsylvania, Rush
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Rush made few observations on the judicial branch, but

in general he advocated an independent judiciary that

functioned as a check on the bicameral legislature and the

executive branch, and guarded the life, liberty, and property

of the people. In a republican form of government, the

judgment of two or three courts, he believed, were necessary

to take from a citizen the least portion of his liberty and

property. He supported "the practice of our courts of law

in favour of repeated deliberations and divisions."

"Innocence," he concluded, "has nothing to fear from justice,

when it flows through the regular channels of law."32u

As in the executive branch, Rush was particularly anxious

that the "judicial powers of government should be wholly

"325 He was criticalindependant [EEEJ of the legislature.

of the Pennsylvania Constitution because it failed to achieve

an independent judiciary for two reasons. Since the execu-

tive council, he reasoned, was dependent upon the assembly,

"it follows of course that the Judges, who are appointed by

the Council, are likewise dependant upon them." Moreover,

the judges were drawn into the orbit of the assembly's

influence in another way; ". . . in order more fully to

 

quoted Adams' strictures on such governments--that they

were liable to the same vices as individuals; that they were

apt to be avaricious; that they often voted the legislature

perpetual; and that they passed laws for their own benefit

and interest ("Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp.

57-58, 58 n.).

 

321“"Observations," 1777, Selected WritinCS: PP- 58,

69, 75.

 

3251bid., p. 69.
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secure their dependance upon the will of the Assembly,"

explained Rush,

they are obliged to hold their salaries upon

the tenure of their will. In vain do they hold

their commissions for seven years. This is

but the shadow of independance. They cannot

live upon the air, and their absolute dependance

upon the Assembly gives that body a transcendent

influence over all the courts of law in the

State.326

Thus judges took their place in the assembly's "little army

of placemen."327

Rush considered it essential that the governor of a

state, rather than local citizens, make judicial appoint-

ments, even minor ones, and therefore he condemned the 30th

section in the Pennsylvania Constitution which called for

the election of justices of the peace by the freeholders

of each city and county. "It was not sufficient to con-

taminate justice at its fountain," he contended, "but its

smallest streams are made to partake of impurity. . . ."

Besides creating justices "totally disqualified from the

want of education or leisure for the office," the local

appointment of magistrates failed to consider human nature

and the principles of liberty. As Rush explained, ". . .

the idea of making the people at large judges of the quali-

fications necessary for magistrates . . . proceeds upon the

supposition that mankind are all alike wise, and just. . . ."

Such faith in human nature, Rush knew, was unwarranted.

325Ibid., p. 70.

327Ibid., p. 66 n.
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When justices of the peace were chosen locally, many

times citizens appeared before judges whom they had no hand

in electing. Here citizens were "bound contrary to the

principles of liberty (which consist in a man being governed

by men chosen by himself). . . ." Was this true when the

executive appointed justices? No, Rush contended, for with

governor-appointed magistrates "it would be impossible for

me to appear before the bar of a magistrate anywhere who

did not derive his power originally from me." Besides, Rush
 

asked, "Where is the difference between my choosing a Justice

of Peace, and my choosing an Assemblyman and a Counsellor,

by whose joint suffrages a Governor is chosen, who appoints

a Justice for me? I am still the first link of the sacred

chain of the power of the State."328

Rush's concept of federalism played an important

supporting role in his republican thought. "I am zealous

above all things for our Union," he wrote Elias Boudinot

in 1783.329 "The dissolution of the Union," he warned in

1809, would end "the only surviving hopes of mankind!"330

He firmly believed that a strong union of states was

absolutely necessary for the survival of a republic. "I

3281bid., pp. 70-72.

32980udinot, Aug. 2, 1783, Letters, I, 308. As early

as 177M, Rush reCOgnized "a generEI—Ufiion among the Colonies

which no artifices of a ministry will be able to break"

(Arthur Lee, May H, 177”, Letters, I, 85).

330Adams, April 1, 1809, Letters, II, 1002.
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consider Federalism and Republicanism as synonymous," he

wrote John Dickinson.331 France's help in the American war

for independence, he suggested, "seems intended by heaven

to teach us the necessity of a perpetual Union and Confedera-

tion. If the combined force of all the States was unequal

to the power of Britain, what can be expected from the spirit

or resources of any one Of them?" Rush was "so perfectly

satisfied that the future peace, safety, and freedom of

America depended upon our Union that I view the debt of our

country with pleasure, especially that part of it which we

owe to ourselves." It was in his opinion "a much stronger

cement of the States than the labored Articles of Confedera-

tion."332

Like Adams' and Madison's concept of union, Rush's was

federalistic: ultimate sovereignty lay in the national

government, not in the states. "If our States can be

limited," he told Nathanael Greene in 1782, "we may continue

our republican forms for centuries to come."333 flhile a

member of Continental Congress in 1776, Rush spoke out against

any plan of confederation that failed to embody the principle

331Dickinson, Oct. 11, 1797, Letters, II, 793. He

hastened to add that he did not "mean by Federalism the mon-

archy of Great Britain" (Ibid.). Rush praised James Wilson

for his "genuine federal End—republican principles" (Adams,

June H, 1783, Letters, I, 51”).

332Nathanael Greene, April 15, 1782, Letters, I, 288;

Ironically, Rush later viewed speculation over the funding

of the war debt as destructive of the union.

333creene, Sept. 18, 1782, Letters, 1, 285.
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of federalism. Congressional representation, he stressed,

must be based directly on the population of the States, not

on the principle of equality among the several States. The

Dutch Republic had declined, he suggested, because each

province possessed a veto over national legislation and be-

cause each held equal voting power, thus denying equal repre-

sentation for its citizens. This method of voting by

states, if adopted in the American confederation, would

maintain colonial distinctions, foster factions in Congress,

and crush freedom. But if representation were based on

pOpulation, liberty would be secure, especially since the

location of the larger colonies eliminated any danger of

their combining. "We have been too free with the word

independence; we are dependent on each other, not totally

independent states," Rush concluded, adding, "I would not

have it understood that I am pleading the cause of Pennsyl-

vania. When I entered that door, I considered myself a citi—

zen of America."33"

In his essay "On the Defects of the Confederation,"

he attacked the concept of a loosely formed confederation

of sovereign, independent states. "The people of America,"

he argued, "have mistaken the meaning of the word sovereignty:

hence each state pretends to be sovereign. In EurOpe it

331+Worthington C. Ford, ed., Journals of the Continen-

tal Congress, 1778-1789 (Washingtofij‘fifi'tlfifl, VI, 1081,

in Nathan GT Goodman, Benjamin Rush (Philadelphia, 193”),

p. 57. See also "Travels ThroughiLife," p. 121, 121 n. 38.
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is applied only to those states which possess the power of

making war and peace--of forming treaties, and the like.

As this power belongs only to Congress, they are the only

sovereign power in the United States." "We commit a

similar mistake," continued Rush, "in our ideas of the word

independent.--No individual state as such has any claim to

independence. She is independent only in a union with her

sister states in Congress."335 As a delegate to the

Pennsylvania convention that met in 1787 to ratify the

new Constitution, Rush rejected the argument that the new

government endangered the sovereignty of the States. He

warned the convention that the passion for separate

sovereignty had destroyed Greek civilization. A plurality

of sovereignty was in government what a plurality of gods

was in religion-~a form of heathenism, or idolatry.336

Rush was convinced, then, that the theory of republican

government should incorporate the principle of federalism--

a strong, vigorous centralized government. Under the

Articles of Confederation, he stressed, Congress lacked

"coercive power." It could not issue money, regulate com-

merce, and, above all, make its laws binding upon the

335"On the Defects," 1787, Selected Writings, pp. 28-
 

29.

336John Bach McHasters and Frederick D. Stone,

Pennsylvania and the Federal Constitution, l787-l788

(Philadelphia, 1888), pp. 299-300, in Goodman, Benjamin

Rush, p. 79.
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states.337 Consequently, he believed that the "sole

purpose" of the Annapolis Convention in 1786 should be

to alter the Confederation to grant "more extensive and

coercive powers to Congress."

This "increase of power in Congress," Rush felt, "is

absolutely necessary for our safety and independence."338

Moreover, the present moral depravity of the American

peOple, he thought, proved "too plainly that the people

are as much disposed to vice as their rulers, and that

nothing but a vigorous and efficient government can prevent

their degenerating into savages or devouring each other

"339
like beasts of prey. In addition, the principle of

federalism not only safeguarded freedom and controlled man's

predatory instincts, but it enhanced the powers of the

human mind. "The dimensions of the human mind," he main-

tained, utilizing once again the correspondence between

individual and social health, "are apt to be regulated

337"On the Defects," 1787, Selected Writings, p. 27;

Richard Price, April 22, 1786, Letters, I, 386; Price,

May 25, 1786, Letters, I, 388. For Rush's discussion of

the economic weaknesses of the Articles, see "Travels

Through Life," p. 160.

338Price, April 22, 1786, Letters, I, 386; Price,

May 25, 1786, Letters, I, 388. _“T_HEH resolved and repeat-

edly declared," Rush wrote in his autobiography, "that I

would close my political labors with the establishment of

a safe and efficient general government. I considered

this as an act of consistency, for to assist in making a

peOple free, without furnishing them the means of preserv--

ing their freedom, would have been doing them more harm

than good. . ." ("Travels Through Life," p. 161).

339David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, HSu.
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by the extent and objects of the government under which

it is formed. Think then . . . of the expansion and dig-

nity the American mind will acquire by having its powers

transferred from the contracted objects of a state to the

more unbounded objects of a national government!-—A citizen

and a legislator of the free and united states of America

will be one of the first characters in the world."3l1L0

Though not without faults, the new Constitution of the

United States, Rush believed, to a great extent embodied

the idea of a federalized republic.3"l It united the

states successfully, for the first time, into a nation.3"2

3uoIbid., I, H55. Rush also contrasted the effects

of largeand small states on mental powers when he wrote

Nathanael Greene, "You must quit Rhode Island forever.

It is too contracted a Spot in its manners and government

for a mind like yours to expand in. South Carolina will

afford great scope in a few years for genius and virtue

to display themselves to the greatest advantage. Human

nature there is in a state of activity or, as we chemists

express it, in a state of fermentation. In Rhode Island

the mind of man has reached its ne plus ultra" (Greene,

April 15, 1782, Letters, I, 268).

3"1David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, #55.

"I would not have you suppose," he told Ramsay, ". . . that

I believe the new government to be without faults. . . .

But who ever saw anything perfect come from the hands of

man? It realizes notwithstanding, in a great degree, every

wish I ever entertained in every stage of the Revolution

for the happiness of my country, for you know that I have

acquired no new opinions or principles upon the subject of

republics by the sorrowful events we have lately witnessed

in America" (Ibid.). The swift ratification of the Con-

stitution, Rush noted, "under the influence of local

prejudices, opposite interests, popular arts, and even the

threats of bold and desperate men," was an unequivocal

sign of "heaven having favored the federal side of the

question" (Elias Boudinot, July 9, 1788, Letters, I, #75).

3"2Adams, July 2, 1788, Letters, I, 469; Boudinot,

July 9, 1788, Letters, I, #75.
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Since the Constitution accurately defined the powers of

the national government, provided a "vigorous and compounded

federal legislature," and definitely shifted the balance

of power from the states to the national government, it

3U3
aptly illustrated the principle of federalism. If any-

thing, the national government needed more power. Had the

framers of the Constitution balanced the government more

completely by granting the executive branch more power, Rush

observed, "it would have realized all the wishes of the

"31“}
most sanguine friends to republican liberty. Never-

theless, he concluded, ". . . the years of anarchy . . .

are now at an end, and . . . the United States have at last

adopted a national government which unites with the vigor

of monarchy and the stability of aristocracy all the

freedom of a simple republic."3"5

A discussion of the concepts of popular sovereignty,

representation, suffrage, rotation of power through e1ec-

tions, and majority rule will round out Rush's analysis

of the nature of republican government. The principle of

3"3"To the Ministers," June 21, 1788, Letters, I, #66;

Richard Price, June 2, 1787, Letters, I, #18; Ramsay, Mar.

or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, ASH-555.

3""Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 522. See Adams,

July 18, 1812, Letters, II, 1155.

3"5"Information to Europeans," April 16, 1790, Letters,

I, 556. But see James Madison, Letters, I, 5H3, where Rusn

pessimistically rejects this idealistic view of the new

government. It should be noted too that Rush was aware of

the divisive sectional interests in the young nation. See

Price, Oct. 27, 1786, Letters, I, #08; Adams, Nov. 17,

1812, Letters, II, 1167-1168; Adams, April 10, 1813, Letters,

II, 1182.
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popular sovereignty, Rush stressed, was scientifically

sound. Again he made use, as he so frequently did in his

political writings, of the scientific analogy. If God made

"the beauty and harmony of the universe" contingent on "the

universal and mutual dependence" of its parts, then it

followed that government also was "dependent on those for

whose benefit alone all government should exist."3"6 As

he remarked, ". . . my reading, observations and reflexions

have tended more and more to shew the absurdity of heredi-

tary power, and to prove that no form of government can

be rational but that which is derived from the Suffrages

of the people who are the subjects of it."3"7

The people, declared Rush, should "be the sovereigns

of their rulers and hold all their rights in their own

hands," but this "humble and true origin of power in the

people, is often forgotten in the splendor and pride of

governments."3I+8 Rush, however, qualified this concept in

his philosophy of republican government; it did not mean

that the people at large were to participate directly in

lawmaking or judging. Such an idea, he suggested, "destroys

the necessity for all government," because "Government

supposes and requires a delegation of power: It cannot

3"5Russe1 B. Nye, The Cultural Life of the New Nation,

1776-1830 (New York, 196157,st "" ""‘" "" —“"""

3L’7"Travels Through Life," p. 46.

3"8David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, H53;

"Lectures on Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p.

174.
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exist without it." Part of the difficulty, he thought,

lay in the failure to distinguish between sovereignty

"derived from the people" and sovereignty "seated in the

people."3"g The latter idea, he contended, "is unhappily

expressed," for the peOple possessed political power "only

on the days of their elections. After this, it is the

property of their rulers, nor can they exercise or resume

"350 "What man," asked RUSh: "everit, unless it is abused.

made himself his own attorney? And yet this would not be

more absurd than for the people at lgggg_to pretend to

give up their power to a set of rulers, and afterwards

reserve the right of making and of judging of all their

laws themselves." A republican government formed on such

principles therefore was a monstrosity in nature.351

Though the citizen was indeed "the first link of the

sacred chain of the power of the State," nevertheless, he

delegated this power to elected representatives.352 A

republican government, in contrast to a simple democracy,

was representative in form. Political power, Rush ex-

plained, was distributed and divided among legislative

representatives and executive and judicial officers; it

remained their property until they were removed from office

3"9"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 71.

350"On the Defects," 1787, Selected Writings, p. 28.

351"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 71.

3521bid., pp. 71, 72.
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by elections or, when power was abused, by virtue of the

right to revolution, expressed in the social contract

theory.353 Moreover, "in order to render liberty equal and

durable in our country," Rush argued, government must base

its representation on numbers, or population. He opposed,

therefore, the provision in the Articles of Confederation

that gave each state one vote only, because it denied equal

representation for all citizens in the nation, those in

small states receiving greater representation for their

votes.35"

Thus Rush saw representation as one of the "two secur-

ities for liberty in any government."355 A system of equal

representation safeguarded the rights of the people. "The

factions, seditions, and rebellions of republics," he

explained, "arise . . . from a defect of equal representa-.

"355
tion. "Where representation is equal," there were

353"0n the Defects," 1787, Selected Writings, p. 28.

35""Travels Through Life," p. 121. Rush debated this

in Congress on August 1, 1776 (Ibid., p. 121 n. 38). For

a summary of his speech, see Goodman, pp. 57-58. In a

letter to Robert Morris in 1777, he wrote that if "this

unjust representation" in the Confederation was not

changed, "it will end sooner or later in the ruin of the

continent" (Morris, Feb. 22, 1777, Letters, I, 135). "When

I expressed a wish," Rush told Adams, "for a union in prin-

ciple and conduct of Massachusetts, Virginia, and Pennsyl-

vania, I wished only for the predominance of numbers and

property in the legislative and executive parts of our

government" (Adams, June 8, 1789, Letters, I, 51%).

355David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, 853.

355Ibid.; Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 522.



141

"no factions," but where it was unequal, factions "produce

their effects like the unequal loading of a ship or cir-

culation of the blood." The principle of equality applied

to representation, then, "must produce happiness and order."357

The subject of suffrage was important to Rush. "That

republic is sophisticated with monarchy or aristocracy,"

he wrote in 1798, "that does not revolve upon the wills of

.11358
the people. We firmly believed that the citizen's

right to choose his rulers was a fundamental principle in

359
a republic. Yet, deeply aware of human depravity, he

also believed that the "cheapness of suffrage" often

resulted in a loss of liberty in the United States.360

Education alone could resolve the dilemma; only a morally

and rationally enlightened electorate could choose its

representatives wisely. The wills of the people "must be

fitted to each other by means of education before they

can be made to produce regularity and unison in govern-

ment."361 "The benefits of free schools," Rush maintained,

"should not be overlooked. Indeed, suffrage in my opinion

357"1789-1791," Autobiography, p. 198, June 10, 1791.
 

358"Of the Mode of Education PrOper in a Republic,"

1798, Selected Writingg, p. 92.
 

359"Observations," 1777, p. 72; Adams, July 21, 1789,

Letters, I, 523.

350Adams, Oct. 2, 1810, Letters, 11. 1067-

361"Mode of Education," 1798, Selected Writings, p.
 

92.
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should never be permitted to a man that could not write

or read."362

Several positive benefits, Rush believed, accrued

from frequent elections. For example, they helped to

prevent violence and rebellion, "for where men can remove

the evils of their governments by frequent elections, they

will seldom appeal to the less certain remedies of mobs

"363
or arms. In addition, elections aided the mental and

physical health of the human species, because they "shake

the public mind, improve the understanding, from influence

of Passions on the understanding, promote longevity."36"

"Elective and representative governments," he observed,

were "most favourable" not only to individual and national

prosperity but also "to animal life."365

On the other hand, Rush was aware of the evils of too

frequent rotation of political office. As he explained

in his criticism of the Articles of Confederation,

The custom of turning men out of power or

office, as soon as they are qualified for it,

has been found to be as absurd in practice, as

it is virtuous in speculation. It contradicts

our habits and opinions in every other trans-

action of life. Do we dismiss a general--a

physician-~or even a domestic as soon as they

have acquired knowledge enough to be useful to

362Adams, Aug. 20, 1811, Letters, 11, 1096.

363"Information to Europeans," April 15, 1790: Letters,

1, 557.

35""1789-1791," p. 188, June 10, 1781.

365"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 168.
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us, for the sake of increasing the number of

able generals--ski1ful [sic] physicians--and

faithful servants? We d5_not. Government is

a science; and can never be perfected in

America, until we encourage men to devote

not only three years, but their whole lives

to it. I believe the principal reason why

so many men of abilities object to serving

in Congress, is owing to their not thinking

it worth while to spend three years in

acquiring a profession which their country 5

immediately afterwards forbids them to follow.36b

Rush, therefore, advocated a seven- to eleven-year term

of office for the President of the United States.367

During the most conservative period of his political

life he vigorously denounced frequent elections in the text

of an address to ministers on morals, printed in the Ameri-

can huseum in 1788:
 

Frequent elections produce idleness, tempt

to drunkenness, and prove the seeds of calum-

nies, falsehoods, and quarrels among citizens

and neighbors. Let ministers of the gospel

use their influence to have those parts of

all our governments mended which encourage

the too frequent meeting of our people for

these melancholy purposes. Liberty can exist

only in the society of virtue. In our attach-

ment to frequent elections as a means of

preserving our liberties, we pull down with

one hand more than we build up with the other.368

Rush held these extreme views only temporarily, for once

366"On the Defects," 1787, Selected Writings, p. 28.

Article V reads in part: ". . . and no person shall be

capable of being a delegate for more than three years in

any term of six years. . . ." (From the Declaration of

Independence to the Constitution, ed. Carl J: Friedrich

and RobertG._UcCIESkey, New York, 1958, pp. lO-ll).

 

 

  

357Adams, July 18, 1812, Letters, II, 1155.

368"To the Ministers," June 21, 1788, Letters, I,

867 n. 3.
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again he supported frequent elections in 1790 and 1791,

and deleted the passage when he revised the address for

369
the Essays (1798).

Though Rush believed majority rule was necessary in

republican governments, he qualified his faith in it. He

opposed, of course, a government in which "the minority

would give laws to a majority." Such a situation was

'370 Yet majority rule was nota "solecism in government.’

automatically just. Education provided the key to success-

ful rule by majority in a republic. "In the uncultivated

state of reason," wrote Rush, "the opinions and beliefs

of a majority of mankind will be wrong. In the cultivated

state of reason, just Opinions and feelings will become

general."371

369"Information to Europeans," April 16, 1790, Letters,

I, 557; "1789-1791," p. 199, June 10, 1791; "To the

Ministers," June 21, 1788, Letters, I, #67 n. 3.

370"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 7n.
 

37:l-"Thoughts on Common Sense," Essays, Literary, Moral

8 Philosophical (Philadelphia, 1798), p. 252; Macklin

Thomas, "The Idea of Progress in the Writings of Franklin,

Freneau, Barlow, and Rush (Unpublished dissertation, Wis-

consin, 1938), p. 236; Nye, The Cultural Life of the New

Nation, p. 103. '__'_——

  

 

   



VII. Rush's Analysis of Natural and Civil Liberties

Now that we have examined Rush's views on the nature

of republican governments, we should consider the ends

of government he believed republicanism best attained--the

rights and liberties of the peOple. As Rush's statement that

". . . liberty is the object and life of all republican

governments" implied, natural and civil liberties deeply

concerned him372; they were the fundamental goals of

America's struggle for independence. "Independence," he

wrote John Dunlap in 1779, ". . . is not the egg of the

present struggle; it is only gfle_of the means of establish-

ing our liberties, and even peace itself is not the object

of the present war. It is LIBERTY."373

Accepting the natural rights doctrine implicitly and

viewing it as the basis of the social contract theory,

Rush believed that man's inalienable rights consisted of

life, liberty, property, and equality,37” and that the

sole object of political compacts was to secure and maintain

372"Of the Mode of Education Proper in a Republic," 1798

The Selected Writings 2: Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert D.

Runes (New York, 13u7), p. 88; "A true republican," Rush

wrote, "cherishes no passion but a love for liberty"

(Nathanael Greene, April 15, 1782, Letters, I, 269).

  

373Dunlap, July 3, 1779, Letters, I, 235.

37”Anthony Wayne, April 2, 1777, Letters, I, 137;

"Observations on the Government of PenfiEVIVEfiia," 1777,

Selected Writings, pp. 68, 70; "bode of Education," 1798,

Selected Writings, p. 88; "On Slave-Keeping," 1773,

Selected Writings, p. 6.
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375 In a hypothetical state of nature, hethese rights.

theorized, "Every man possesses an absolute power over his

own liberty and prOperty. . . . When he becomes a member

of political society, he commits the disposal of his liberty

and property to his fellow citizens; but as he has no right

to dispose of his life, he cannot commit the power over it

to any body of men. To take away life, therefore, . . .

is a violation of the first political compact."376

The word disposal is puzzling here, but Rush probably

used it in the sense of "controlling" natural liberty without

the idea of "abusing" or "destroying" it (as the word is

sometimes used)--an interpretation borne out by the fact

he used the phrase commit the power over in the same sense
 

as commits the disposal pf, and by his assertion, in the essay
 

on the Pennsylvania Constitution, that political compacts

contained "the great principles of natural and civil
 

liberty" which were "unalterable by any human power."

Thus laws'bease to be binding whenever they transgress the

principles of Liberty, as laid down in the Constitution and

Bill of Rights."377

Perhaps he also had in mind the exchange of natural

freedom for civil liberty under law, a kind of liberty which

375"Medicine Among the Indians of North America,"

l77u, Selected Writings, p. 283.
 

375"0n Punishing Murder by Death," 1792, Selected

writinES, p. 35.

377"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 54.
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curtailed individual freedom for the common good of the

378
community. "It would have been a truth," Push wrote,

in enunciating the relationship between liberty and law,

"if Hr. Locke had not said it, that where there is no law

1

there can be no liberty; and nothing QGSSDVGS the name of

law but that which is certain and universal in its opera-

. . . , - 73

tion upon all the members of the communlty."3

Though Rush saw the importance of restraining indivi-

dual liberty for the good of society as a whole, he was

well aware of the dangers involved in such a policy.

"Then natural liberty is given up for laws which enslave

378See Thomas Percival, Oct. 26, 1786, Letters, I,

MOO. In A Vindication of the Government of New-England

Churches (1717), one of—the first Americah_expressions of

the soc1al contract theory, John Wise eXpounded on this

exchange: "Every man considered in a natural state, must

be allowed to be free, and at his own dispose; yet to suit

mans inclinations to society; and in a peculiar manner to

gratify the necessity he is in of public rule and order,

he is impelled to enter into a civil community; and divests

himself of his natural freedom, and puts himself under

government; which amongst other things comprehends the

power of life and death over him; together with authority

to anjoyn him some things to which he has an utter aver-

sion, and to prohibit him other things, for which he may

have as strong an inclination; so that he may be often

under this authority, obliged to sacrifice his private,

for the public good. So that though man is inclined to

society, yet he is driven to a combination by great neces-

sity. For that the true and leading cause of forming

governments, and yielding up natural liberty, and throwing

mans equality into a common pile to be new cast by the

rules of fellowship; was really and truly to guard them-

selves against the injuries men were lyable to interchange-

ably. . . (Roy Harvey Pearce, ed., Colonial American

Writing, New York, 1950, p. 326).

  
 

379DaVid Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, H55,

#55 n. 5.
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instead of protecting us, we are immense losers by the

exchange." Even "the blessings of civilization" did not

"compensate for the sacrifice we make . . . of natural

"380 The trouble with tyrannical governmentsliberty.

which blended legislative, executive, and judical powers

together in one ruler or in a single legislative body was

that hasty and passionate decisions might remove an

individual's liberty, property, and life. But in free

governments, whose powers were balanced and divided, "the

most inconsiderable portion of our liberty and prOperty

cannot be taken from us without the judgment of two or

three courts."381

Liberty, Rush believed, was the most basic of the

natural rights of man, for it was "the object and life of

"382 He frequently drew uponall republican governments.

economic and scientific arguments, in order to defend

the importance of liberty. It was one of "those rights

of mankind" which formed "the basis of abundance and

agriculture" in society. Agriculture never flourished,

he observed, where liberty was "not fully established."

"Such is the will of the great Author of Nature," he

concluded, "who has created man free, and assigned to him

380"Medicine Among Indians," 177”, Selected writingS,

p. 283.

 

381"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 68, 70.
 

382"Mode of Education," 1798, Selected WritingS, P-
 

88.
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the earth, that he might cultivate his possession with

the sweat of his brow; but still should enjoy his Liberty."383

In his Lectures 22 Animal Life (1799), Rush remarked that
 

liberty was one of the most invigorating stimuli for pro-

moting health and longevity in society. "Many facts," he

contended, "prove, animal life to exist in a larger quantity

and for a longer time, in the enlightened and happy state

of Connecticut, in which republican liberty has existed

above one hundred and fifty years, than in any other

."384 He emphasized this aspect of libertycountry. . .

when he rejected Adams' concept of mixed government:

"There cannot be a greater absurdity than to connect to-

gether in one government the living principle of liberty

in the people with the deadly principle of tyranny in an

hereditary monarch."385

As a young man, Rush was unqualified in his praise of

liberty. As early as 1769 he confessed to Catharine

Macaulay that he had "made great progress in the love of

liberty; for this . . . was among the first passions that

warmed my breast."386 As he explained to the English

383"On Slave-Keeping," 1773, Selected Writings, p. 6.

See Ibid., p. 9.

381+"Lectures on Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings,

p. 168.

385Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 522.

386Macaulay, Jan. 18, 1769, Letters, 1, 71. Catharine

(Sawbridge) Macaulay, later Mrs. Macaulay Graham (1731-

1791), the author of many political tracts, wrote Th3

History 2: England, from the Accession of James I to That
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historian, liberty was the panacea for civilization:

Political freedom includes in it every other

blessing. All the pleasures of riches, science,

virtue, and even religion itself derive their

value from liberty alone. No wonder therefore

wise and prudent legislators have in all ages

been held in such great veneration; and no

wondex’too those illustrious souls who have

employed their pens and sacrificed their

lives in defense of liberty have met with

such universal applause. Their reputations,

like some majestic river which enlarges and

widens as it approaches its parent ocean,

shall become greater and greater through every

age and outlive the ruins of the world itself.387

Liberty, Rush thought, brought out the best in human nature.

"The love of liberty," he told Adams in 1777, "is the only

principle of action that will make a man uniform in his

conduct and support him under the heaviest calamities that

can befall his country."388

In a letter to William Gordon in 1778, Rush praised

liberty in messianic terms:

I long to see the image of God restored to

the human mind. I long to see virtue and

religion supported, and vice and irreligion

banished from society by wise and equitable

governments. I long to see an asylum pre-

pared for the persecuted and Oppressed of all

countries, and a door Opened for the progress

of knowledge, literature, the arts, and the

gospel of Jesus Christ to the ends of the

earth. And these great events are only to be

 

of the Brunswick Line, 1763-1783, in order to refute David

HUmETE tory interpretation of Ehglish history. It gained

her an immense if fleeting reputation; consequently she

acquired many American acquaintances and correspondents,

and in 1785 visited Rush, Washington, and others in the

United States (Letters, I, 71 n. 1).

  

387Ibid., I, 70.

388Adams, Aug. 8, 1777, Letters, I, 152.
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accomplished by establishing and perpetuat-

ing liberty in our country. 0! blest of

blessings! who would not follow thee blind-

fold? Who would not defend thee from the

treachery of friends as well as from the

malice of enemies? But I must stop. When

liberty-~the liberty we loved and contended

for in the years 1774 and l775--is my

subject, I know not where to begin nor where

to end. 0! come celestial stranger, and

dwell in this our land. Let not our ignorance,

our venality, our luxury, our idolatry to

individuals, and our other anti-republican

vices provoke thee to forsake the temple

our ancestors prepared for thee. Put us

not off with Great Britain's acknowledging

our independence. Alas! the great ultimatum

of our modern patriots. It is liberty alone

that can make us happy. And without it the

memorable nth of July 1776 will be execrated

by posterity as the day in whic§8§andora's

box was Opened in this country.

Nevertheless, even these high tributes to liberty

contained the seeds of Rush's gradual disillusion. Events

rapidly demonstrated to him that "our ignorance, our venal-

ity, our idolatry to individuals, and our other anti-repub-

lican vices" had indeed opened Pandora's box. Pennsylvania

politics, especially that relating to the Constitution of

1776, confirmed for Rush the truth of the idea that ". . .

there is a union in politics which is fatal to liberty," and

while in 1782 he did not think wealth acquired by business,

unless it was "in the souls of men," necessarily injured

liberty, he soon believed he saw Hamilton's funding system

38gGordon, Dec. 10, 1778, Letters, I, 221-222. "or

liberty, liberty, I have worshipped thee as a substance

and have found thee so" (Halter Jones, July 3, 1776,

Letters, I, 108, 109 n. 2).



destroy men's souls.390 Thus he tempered his faith in

liberty, or rather in men's ability to preserve it.

Turning with greater frequency to Christianity as the

one hOpe for perpetuating liberty, he remarked to Adams

that "Did its mild and gentle spirit prevail in our country,

it would do more towards rendering our liberty perpetual

than the purest republic that my imagination . . . could

"391 Without religion "there can be no virtue, and

.n392

devise.

without virtue there can be no liberty. . His only

hope for "suffering and depressed humanity," he confessed

to Adams in 1806, was a new divine order to be introduced

by Christianity. "Civilization, science, and commerce,"

he maintained,

have long ago failed in their attempts to

improve the condition of mankind, and even

liberty itself, from which more was expected

than from all other human means, has lately

appeared to be insufficient for that purpose.

If we fly from the lion of despotism, the

bear of anarchy meets us, or if we retire

from both and lean our hand upon the wall of

Our domestic sanctuary, the recollection of

past or the dread of future evils bites us

like a serpent.393

The natural fact of equality was also important to

the Jeffersonian since it formed one of the bases of his

390Horatio Gates, Feb. u, 1778, Letters, I, 198; Greene,

Sept. 16, 1782, Letters, I, 285.

391Adams, April 13, 1790, Letters, I, 545. See also

Jefferson, Aug. 22, 1800, Letters, II, 820-821.

392"Mode of Education," 1798, Selected Writings, p. 88.
 

393Adams, June 10, 1806, Letters, II, 919.
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39%
political philosophy. The Jeffersonian believed that

the creation of man irrevocably established the equality

of humankind.395 "The history of the creation of man,"

Rush declared, in supporting the idea of the equality of

the human species, "and of the relation of our species

to each other by birth, which is recorded in the Old

Testament, is the best refutation that can be given to the

divine right of kings, and the strongest argument that can

be used in favor of the original and natural equality of

all mankind."396 In his "The Bible as a School Book," he

contended that "this divine book, above all others, favours

that equality among mankind, that respect for just laws,

and all those sober and frugal virtues, which constitute

the soul of republicanism."337

39”Daniel J. Boorstin, The Lost World of Thomas Jeffer-

son (New York, 19u8), p. 61, notes that the affirmation of

equality in the Declaration of Independence "was not a

direct statement of moral principle, but rather of a scien-

tific and historical fact from which the principle was

supposed to follow: 'All men are created equal.'" Boorstin

quotes Jefferson's earlier draft to emphasize this point:

"We hold these truths to be sacred 8 undeniable; that all

men are created equal 8 independent, that from that equal

creation they derive rights inherent E inalienable. . . .

   

 

395Ibid., p. 61.

396"Mode of Education," 1798, Selected Writings, p.

88; quoted in Boorstin, The Lost World of Thomas Jefferson,

p. 61. The doctrine of universal salvafion, Rush believed,

"establishes the e ualitv of mankind. . ." (Jeremy Belknap,

June 6, 1791, Letters, I, 58%). See also "Commonplace Book,

1792-1813," AutoBlography, ed. George W. Corner (Princeton,

19u8), pp. 3H2, 3H3.

 

 
 

 

397"The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 130;

quoted in Boorstin, p. 265 n. 3.
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The demonstration that all men were members of the

same Species and that variations among them were due to

environmental causes, not to differences inherent at

creation, would confirm most strikingly the indestructible

equality of mankind. Consequently, Jeffersonians, like

Rush, Benjamin Smith Barton, and Thomas Paine, speculated

a good deal on the single original source for all men.

The Jeffersonian particularly wanted to show that the Indian

and the Negro were not results of separate creation--a View

that discredited the theory of the unity of the human

species--but of the influence of environment.398

Rush frequently discussed racial variations between

white and red men. He saw no reason why environment had

399 But he could not sonot produced the Indian's color.

easily explain the wide discrepancy between the white man's

stage of civilization and the Indian's--a fact opponents of

human equality used to prove that the red race was a separate

”00 He rejected the assertion thatand inferior Species.

the "vacant countenances" and "long and disgusting taci-

turnity" of Indians proved their innate inferiority; they

were "the effects of the want of action in their brains

398See Boorstin, pp. 59-108, for an extensive discus-

sion of this subject.

399"The Influence of Physical Causes in Promoting an

Increase of Strength and Activity of the Intellectual

Faculties of Man," 1799, Sixteen Introductory Lectures

(Philadelphia, 1811), pp. llef.

IJ'OOBoorstin, p. 85.
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from a deficiency of ideas,‘ in turn caused by a lack of

”01 "The weakness of the intellects inexternal stimuli.

certain savage and barbarous nations . . . is as much the

effect of the want of physical influence upon their minds,

as a disagreeable colour and figure are of its action

upon their bodies."”02 Their tranquillity under situations

of anger, pleasure, or grief was "the result of an absence

of passion," due to their custom of never displaying

affections outwardly. A primitive environment which,

contrary to Rousseau's account, was unfavorable to the growth

of the understanding and passions produced these defects

in the Indian's character, then. Adding a cold climate and

customs "contrary to moral and physical happiness" to these

circumstances further explained Indians' inferiority

without resorting to the theory of special creation.”03

The Indian's weakness for alcohol, Rush argued in

his "Inquiry into the Effects of Ardent Spirits upon the

Human Body and Mind," illustrated once more "the different

employments, situations, and conditions of the body and

mind, which predispose to the love of those liquors."u0u

”01"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 16”;

Boorstin, p. 86.

 

”02"Intellectual Faculties," I799, Sixteen Intro-

ductory Lectures, pp. ll6ff.; quoted in Boorstin, p. 86.

 

 

L‘03"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, pp. leu—

165; Boorstin, p. 86.

 

”0”"Bffects of Ardent Spirits," Medical Inquiries and

Observations (Philadelphia, 1815), I, I6”; Boorstin, p.

267 n. 18.
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Enumerating Indians' moral weaknesses in his "Account of

the Vices peculiar to the Indians of North America," he

nowhere suggested that they originated from other than

"05 He also remarked that theenvironmental sources.

Indian's susceptibility to certain diseases, far from

proving his innate weakness, merely demonstrated again

the influence of environment and custom."06 Thus Rush

refuted "the objection which has been urged against the

Mosaic account of the whole human race being descended from

a single pair.""‘07

It was not so Simple, however, for the Jeffersonian

scientist to show that the Negro's physical differences and

primitive cultural development were merely environmental

variations within a single human Species. Rush's scantily

supported yet dogmatically asserted "Observations intended

to favour a supposition that the Black Color (as it is called)

of the Negroes is derived from the Leprosy" was one of

the most ingenious attempts to prove the Negro's membership

in the original family of man, and thus to argue "scien-

tifically" for human equality. Basing his study partly on

clinical observations in the Pennsylvania Hospital and

”05"Vices Peculiar to Indians," Essays, Literary,

Moral, a Philosophical (Philadelphia,‘I7§§T, pp. 257—

2673—B05rstin, p. 267 n. 18.

”06"Medicine Among Indians," 177%, Selected Writings,

pp. 256-265; Boorstin, p. 86.

 

 

 

"07"Intellectual Faculties," 1799, Sixteen Intro—

ductory Lectures, p. ll6ff.; Boorstin, p. 86.
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partly on common experience, he concluded that the Negro's

black color resulted not from any original difference in

his race but from ancestral affliction with leprosy. After

noting that the Negro's thick lips, flat nose, black skin,

and insensibility of nerves were actual symptoms of leprosy,

he asserted, to account for the survival of the Negro's

color from ancient times, that among diseases it was the

most permanently inheritable. But Negroes rarely infected

others with the disease, since in the 18th century it had

ceased to be contagious. Even the Negro's present health

and long life presented no obstacle to his theory because

local diseases of the Skin seldom affected general health

or longevity.

To Rush, an ardent abolitionist, several conclusions

seemed inevitable if his thesis were true:

1. That all the claims of superiority of the

whites over the blacks, on account of their

color, are founded alike in ignorance and

inhumanity. If the color of the negroes be

the effect of a disease, instead of inviting

us to tyrannise over them, it Should entitle

them to a double portion of our humanity, for

disease all over the world has always been

the signal for immediate and universal com-

passion.

2. The facts and principles which have been

delivered, should teach white people the

necessity of keeping up that prejudice against

such connections with them, as would tend to

infect posterity with any portion of their

disorder. This may be done upon the ground

I have mentioned without offering violence to

humanity, or calling in question the samness of

descent, or natural equality of mankind.

Finally, and most significantly, Rush maintained, "We Shall

render the belief of the whole human race being descended
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from one pair, easy, and universal, and thereby not only

add weight to the Christian revelation, but remove a

material obstacle to the exercise of that universal

benevolence which is inculcated by it.""08

Despite his firm belief in equality, Rush knew that,

from the viewpoint of human depravity, "perfect equality,

and an equal distribution of property, wisdom and virtue"

was an assumption not always verified by human eXperience."03

Thus, in spite of his efforts to prove that the Negro's

"OBTransactions of the American Philosophical Society,

Iv (Philadelphia, l73§T,—289ff.: Read to Society, July

14, 1792; summarized in Boorstin, pp. 89-92. It was in—

conceivable to Rush that the normal skin color of a healthy

member of humankind was anything other than white. This

assumption lay behind his whole search for a "cure" to

the Negro's color so that he might again wear the white

color of the human Species (Ibid., p. 92). Rush, in his

essay "On Slave-Keeping," argued "in favor of the Intellects

of the Negroes, or of their capacities for virtue and

happiness, although these have been supposed by some to be

inferior to those of the inhabitants of Europe. The

accounts which travellers give us of their ingenuity, human-

ity, and strong attachment to their parents, relations,

friend, and country, Show us that they are equal to the

Europeans, when we allow for the diversity of temper and

genius which is occasioned by climate. We have many well

attested anecdotes of as sublime and disinterested virtue

among them as ever adorned a Roman or a Christian character.

But we are to distinguish between an African in his own

country, and an African in a state of slavery in America.

Slavery is so foreign to the human mind, that the moral

faculties, as well as those of the understanding are de-

based, and rendered torpid by it. All the vices which are

charged upon Negroes in the southern colonies and the

West-Indies, such as Idleness, Treachery, Theft, and the like,

are the genuine offspring of slavery, and serve as an

argument to prove they were not intended, by Providence for

it" ("On Slave-Keeping," 1773, Selected Writings, pp. 3-H.

   

”09"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 55.
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black color was not a mark of the Creator's original

displeasure, he urged white men to delay social and

political equality with Negroes until medical science cured

their leprosy."lo

In his essay on the Pennsylvania Constitution, he

affirmed his conviction—-not unlike Jefferson'S--that

environment and circumstances created differences in

industry and talent which inevitably produced inequalities

in mankind:

It has often been said, that there is but

one rank of men in America. . . . I agree,

that we have no artificial distinctions of

men into noblemen and commoners among us,

but it ought to be remarked, that superior

degrees of industry and capacity, and above

all, commerce, have introduced inequality of

prOperty among us, and these have introduced

natural distinctions of rank in Pennsylvania,

as certain and general as the artificial

distinctions of men in Europe. This will

ever be the case while commerce exists in

this country."ll

Furthermore, nationalism modified, to an extent, the actual

application of the equality of the human Species. The

republican citizen, Rush explained,

must be taught to love his fellow creatures in

every part of the world, but he must cherish

with a more intense and peculiar affection,

the citizens of Pennsylvania and of the United

States. I do not wish to see our youth

educated with a Single prejudice against

any nation or country; but we impose a task

upon human nature, repugnant alike to reason,

revelation and the ordinary dimensions of the

”lOBoorstin, p. 98.

"ll"0bservations," 1777, Selected Writings, p. 63.
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human heart, when we require him to embrace

with equal affection, the whole family of

mankind.1+

Security for the natural right of property was also

an important responsibility for republican governments.”13

Rush criticized Pennsylvania's Constitution because it

provided only "a temporary security for property."ulu Its

single assembly, he pointed out, possessed unlimited power

to forfeit the property of every individual in the state,

but in a free government containing a bicameral legislature,

property was so secure that only well-defined legal processes

415
could remove it. Moreover, the Pennsylvania test laws

(1777), which deprived non-jurors of civil rights, including

the right to transfer real estate, ignored property rights.l+16

Not only were the courts, Rush believed, an important

bulwark for prOperty rights, but also the upper house of

a compound legislature, since it represented men of over-

#17
grown prOperty. As Rush moved toward conservatism in

”12"Mode of Education," 1798, Selected Writings, p. 90.
 

”l3See David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, usu.

uluAdams, April 28, 1780, Letters, I, 253.

U'15"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 68, 70-
 

”16"Travels Through Life," Autobiography, p. 158, 158

n. 2. In 178% Rush published an attack against these laws,

Considerations upon the present Test-Law of Pennsylvania:

Addressed to the Legislature and Preemen of’tHe—State

TPhiladelpHia, l78u). He saw Prafiklin‘s ETection to the

Pennsylvania governorship as "a fortunate change in the

representation" of the state "in favor of the . . . property

of the state" (John Erskine, Oct. 25, 1785, Letters, I,

37H-375).

”17"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 63, 68.
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his political thought in the late 1780's, he tended to

value property rights more highly. Hintinq that he agreed

with John Adams on the subject, he wrote Richard Price in

1786 that "The viEgorous] good sense and the property of

our count[ry are] coming forth daily and seizing upon

power and offices. The scum which was thrown upon the

surface by the fermentation of the war is daily sinking,

while a pure spirit is occupying its place."u18

Rush's concept of prOperty and wealth was essentially

agrarian, much like Jefferson's. The value of property,

he believed, was based on an almost intangible relationship

between the land and the free individual who worked it.

He felt that education should seek to "establish early

ideas of a connection between industry and property. ."ulg

Where the settler on the frontier, Rush argued, frequently

failed to extract from the earth all it was capable of

producing, the true farmer, through "patience, industry,

and labor," gained "affluence, independence, and happi-

ness."L‘20 In his address "On Slave-Keeping" (1773), he

enunciated an agrarian concept of prOperty, in the context

of a discussion of freedom and slavery:

”18Price, April 22, 1786, Letters, I, 386.

”19"Travels Through Life," p. 33. Rush criticized

Hamilton's program for funding the Revolutionary War debt

because it robbed the original certificate holders of

their prOperty "and gave it to men who had neither earned

nor deserved it. . . ("Commonplace Book, 1789-1791," Auto-

biography, p. 200).
 

”ZOThomas Percival, Oct. 25: 17869 EEEESEE’ 1’ ”03’
non.
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Liberty and property form the basis of

abundance, and good agriculture: I never

observed it to flourish where those rights

of mankind were not firmly established. The

earth which multiplies her productions with

a kind of profusion, under the hands of the

free-born laborer seems to shrink into barren-

ness under the sweat of the slave. Such is

the will of the great Author of our Nature,

who has created man free, and assigned to

him the earth, that he might cultivate his

possession with the sweat of his brow; but

still should enjoy his Liberty.”2

To the success-formula which combined liberty,

agrarianism, and unlimited land, Rush added the final,

necessary ingredient--Puritan morality:

From the numerous competitions in every

branch of business in Europe, success in any

pursuit may be looked upon in the same light

as a prize in a lottery. But the case is

widely different in America. Here there is

room enough for every human talent and virtue

to expand and flourish. This is so invariably

true that I believe there is not an instance

to be found of an industrious, frugal, prudent

European with sober manners who has not been

successful in business in this country.”22

Since the individual should gain wealth solely through the

exercise of Puritan virtue, "unearned" wealth through

Speculation "will be a lasting monument of the efficacy

of idleness, speculation, and fraud above industry,

."u23
economy, and integrity in obtaining wealth. . .

A person who acquired wealth honestly in agriculture, however,

”21"On Slave-Keeping," 1773, Selected Writings, p. 6.

”22"Information to Europeans," April 16, 1790, Letters,

I, 556.

”23James Madison, Feb. 27, 1790, Letters, I, 539. See

Montgomery, March 27, 1789, Letters, I, 510 n. l..
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benefited the community, if he acted as a steward: ". . .

to enjoy the highest and only rational pleasure that wealth

can confer--I mean the luxury of doing good."u2” Better

yet, Rush suggested, moderate prices, prudent credit, and

"the safety from our laws of every species of property"

brought property ownership within the reach of all citi-

”25 Reasonably sized plantations, owned and workedzens.

by freemen, created a situation "which by diminishing

opulence in a few, would suppress luxury and vice, and

promote that equal distribution of property, which appears

best calculated to promote the welfare of society."”26

Thus ownership of property, Rush believed, helped to

stabilize society and government; conversely licentious

behavior and disregard for the laws of society would

likely deprive a person of property. When Rush, in his

"An Account of the Progress of Population, Agriculture,

Manners, and Government in Pennsylvania," contrasted three

types of settlers on the frontier, he anticipated Timothy

Dwight's association of property with virtue and character

in Travels i3 New-England and New York (1821) and Frederick

#27

  

Jackson Turner's thesis on frontier democracy. The first

”quohn Nicholson, Aug. 12, 1733, Letters, II: 6375

"1792-1813," pp. 253, Jan. 17, 1801; 268-265, Feb. 7 and

March, l80u.

”25Thomas Percival, Oct. 26, 1786, Letters, I, HON.

”25"On Slave-Keeping," 1773, Selected Writings, p. 6.
 

u”Thomas Percival, Oct. 20, 1786, Letters, I, noo—uoa.

Dwight argued that even the shiftless foresters "become
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wave of settler, having outlived his credit in the culti-

vated parts of the state, established a rather crude

existence somewhat patterned after the Indian's. Usually

a tenant to some landholder, he refused to improve the land

and left it as civilization advanced toward him. That the

approach of Christianity accelerated the flight of these

people, Rush noted, "will not surprise us when we consider

how opposite its precepts are to their licentious manner

of living." "Above all," he observed, this kind of settler

"revolts against the operation of laws. He cannot bear to

surrender up a single natural right for all the benefits

of government, and therefore he abandons his little settle-

ment and seeks a retreat in the woods. . . ."

The second type of settler, "generally a man of some

property," developed his plantation to a greater extent

than did the first. But "this species of settler," Rush

stressed, "by no means extracts all from the earth which

it is capable of giving," and his slipshod farm "bears

many marks of a weak tone of mind." 'Seldom a good member

of civil or religious society," he was "indiSposed to

support civil government; with high ideas of liberty, he

refuses to bear his proportion of the debt contracted by

its establishment in our country." The third species of

settler, in sharp contrast to the first two classes, was

"commonly a man of property and good character," and because

 

sober, industrious citizens merely by the acquisition of

property. The love of property to a certain degree seems

indiSpensable to the existence of sound morals" (The Ameri-

can Mind, ed. Harry R. Warfel, Ralph H. Gabriel, and

stahiey'T. Williams, 2nd ed., New York, 1363, p. 227).
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he turned the wilderness into civilization, he was the

only class worthy of the term farmer. Associating prOperty

with strength of character and orderly social institutions,

Rush contended that in prOportion as the farmer

increases in wealth, he values the protection

of laws. Hence he punctually pays his taxes

towards the support of government. Schools

and churches likewise, as the means of promot-

ing order and happiness in society, derive a

due support from him; for benevolence and

public spirit as to these objects are the

natural offspring of affluence and independ—

ence. . . . If they possess less refinement

than their southern neighbors who cultivate

their lands with slaves, they possess more

republican virtue.

But great wealth concentrated in the hands of the

few and privileged property rights which excluded personal

liberties, Rush knew, presented grave dangers to the young

nation. If wealth based on the proper use of the land was

moral and healthy, wealth acquired through speculation on

bank stock and, above all, through Hamilton's Funding

System, produced, Rush was convinced, all the social,

#29
political, and moral ills of the nation. "The funding

"28Thomas Percival, Oct. 26, 1786, Letters, I, H03.

ngFor background on Hamilton's Funding System and

speculation in 1791-1792, see Corner, ed. "Appendix 2,"

Autobiography, pp. 366-368; Letters, I, 541 n. 2, 54” n. l.

Rush's critical comments on Hamilton's plan for funding the

war debt were frequent. See "l789-l791," pp. 200, 203-

206, 217-219, 227; James Madison, Feb. 27, 1790, Letters,

I, 538-539; Madison, April 10, 1790, Letters, I, 5E2-Su3;

Madison, July 17, 1790, Letters, I, 568; Thomas Fitzsimons,

Aug. 5, 1790, Letters, I, 569; Julia Rush, Aug. 12, 1791,

Letters, I, 60?-603; Adams, Aug. 1a, 1805, Letters, II,

907-553; Adams, Jan. 6, 1805, Letters, II, gfii-SUB; Adams,

Jan. 6, 1805, Letters, II, 913; Adams, April 5, 1808,

Letters, II, 963; Adams, Dec. 21, 1810, Letters, II, 1073;

Adams, Sept. 20, 1811, Letters, II, 1105; Adams, June 27,

1812, Letters, II, nus?“-
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system," he maintained, "was the 'pomum Adami' of all the

evils which now threaten the liberties and happiness of

the United States. It created our canine appetite for

wealth. It reduced regular industry and virtuous economy

to the rank of sniveling virtues, and rendered 'enterprise

and successful speculation' the only mark of civic worth

in our country."l‘t30

Rush's explanation for the evils of speculation was

simply that inherently depraved men loved the power that

came with wealth. "Two propositions," Rush declared,

. . . have never been controverted: First,

where there is wealth, there will be power;

and, secondly, the rich have always been

an over-match for the poor in all contests

for power.

. . . . The influence of wealth at elections

is irresistible. . . . there are poor men

among us as prepared to be influenced, as the

rich are prepared to influence them. The

fault must be laid in both cases upon human

nature. The consequence of a majority of rich

"30Adams, Dec. 21, 1810, Letters, II, 1073. "were I

permitted to coin a word suggested By my patient's remark,

I would say we were a 'bedollared nation.‘ In walking our

streets I have often been struck with the principal subjects

of conversation of our citizens. Seldom have I heard a

dozen words of which 'Dollar, discount, and a good Spec'

did not compose a part. . . . St. Paul places covetousness

and uncleanness together as improper subjects of conversa-

tion. But not only our streets but our parlors are con-

stantly vocal with the language of a broker's office, and

even at our convivial dinners 'Dollars' are a standing dish

upon which all feed with rapacity and gluttony" (Adams,

June 13, 1808, Letters, II, 966-967). "But not only the

seeds of politicaI EISputes but of our vices were sown

during the same [Washington's] administration, by the

funding system and the passion for banks which was created

by the profits of script and of the immense interest of the

Bank of the United States" (Adams, June 27, 1812, Letters,

II, IIus).

  



men getting into the legislature is plain.

Their wealth will administer fuel to the love

of arbitrary power that is common to all

men.”3

Speculation and the hoarding of wealth, Rush concluded,

laid the foundation for aristocracy; republican govern-

ments, to remain free of economic corruption, must

harmonize property rights with equality and liberty and

must encourage a more equitable distribution of wealth."32

For one so convinced that maintaining natural rights

was the primary object of compact governments, and equally

sure that republican governments most completely realized

it, Rush ought to have viewed a bill of rights as essential

to any constitution. To some extent he did, but the fact

remains he vigorously opposed the addition of a bill of

rights to the Federal Constitution.

”31"Observations," 1777, Selected Writiggs, pp. 62—

63. It was Rush's "conviction that the laws of property

were as exactly ascertained as the laws of matter, and

that power and wealth would never long be separated"

(Adams, Feb. 2M, 1790, Letters, I, 532).

 

L*32Ibid., p. 63; James Madison, Feb. 27, 1790,

Letters, I, 539. When Rush reviewed the economic affairs

of the new nation in 1812, he maintained that the nation

had failed to keep property in bounds: "It is too high an

honor to call us a nation of shopkeepers. It would be

more proper to call us a nation of peddlers. The funding

system, founded in rapine and fraud, begat universal

speculation, speculation begat banks, and banks have

ruined our country. A city in flames kindled by the hand

of war is not so melancholy a sight as a whole nation

absorbed in the love of money, nor is a field of battle

covered with dead bodies so awful a Spectacle as a nation

deliberately preferring slavery to liberty, and peace and

commerce to national independence" (Adams, Aug. 8, 1812,

Letters, II, 1158-1159).
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In l777, Rush openly favored bills of rights that

contained provisions for religious toleration, trial by

jury, rotation of office, and habeas corpus. In his
 

Observations upon the Present Government of Pennsylvania,
  

he argued that a bill of rights containing "the great

principles of natural and civil liberty," "unalterable by
 

any human power," was one of the three essential parts of

every free government. He praised the Bill of Rights in

the Pennsylvania Constitution for its "many excellent

articles," although he criticized it for confounding

"natural and civil rights in such a manner as to produce

"I433

 

endless confusion in society.

Nevertheless, in little more than a decade, Rush so

radically altered his position that he opposed the adoption

of the first ten amendments to the Constitution of the

United States. In a widely circulated letter to David

Ramsay in 1788, he explained his objection to a bill of

rights:

There can be only two securities for liberty

in any government, viz., representation and

checks. By the first the rights of the people,

and by the second the rights of representation,

are effectually secured. Every part of a free

constitution hangs upon these two points; and

these form the two capital features of the

proposed Constitution of the United States.

Without them, a volume of rights would avail

nothing; and with them, a declaration of rights

is absurd and unnecessary; for the people,

where their liberties are committed to an equal

representation and to a compound legislature

”33"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings: PP- 5u-55a
 

77.
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such as we observe in the new government,

will always be the sovereigns of their

rulers and hold all their rights in their

own hands. To hold them at the mercy of

their servants is disgraceful to the dignity

of freemen. Men who call for a bill of rights

have not recovered from the habits they acquired

under the monarchical government of Great

Britain.

"Trusting arbitrary power to any single body of men," Rush

continued, was always dangerous, but the new government

had no such power. The fact that legislative power was

divided into three branches--the House of Representatives,

the Senate, and the President--"will lead them to watch,

to check, and to Oppose each other should an attempt be

made by either of them upon the liberties of the people."”3u

Though Rush told Jeremy Belknap that his letter to

David Ramsay "contains my principles fairly stated," he

gave them at the most conservative point in his political

”3uRamsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, H53-H5H,

#55 n. l. "I consider it as an honor to the late conven-

tion," Rush declared to the Pennsylvania ratification

convention, "that this system has not been disgraced with

a bill of rights. Would it not be absurd to frame a

formal declaration that our natural rights are required

from ourselves. . . . In truth, then, there is no security

but in a pure and adequate representation; the checks and

all the other desiderata of government are nothing but

political error without it, and with it, liberty can never

be endangered" (John B. McMaster and Frederick D. Stone,

Pennsylvania and the Federal Constitution, l787-l788,

Philadelphia, 1888, pp. 29u—295, in Nathan C. Goodman,

Bepjamin Rush, Philadelphia, 1934, pp. 78-79). "I assure

you, sir,"’he wrote Adams in supporting his candidacy for

Vice-President in the new government, "that friendship for

you has had much less to do in this business . . . than

a sincere desire to place a gentleman in the Vice-Presi-

dent's chair upon whose long—tried integrity, just princi-

ples in government, and firm opposition to popular arts

and demagogues, such a dependence could be placed as shall

secure us both from a convention and from alterations falsely

and impudently called by some of our state governors amend-

ments" (Adams, Jan. 22, 1789, Letters, I, H99).
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developmentu35--a fact which in part explains why his

views on a bill of rights at this time differed so widely

from his earlier ones. But we should note too that in 1777

he anticipated his position when he maintained the Pennsyl-

vania Bill of Rights, however complete in enumerating the

rights of mankind, failed to protect them because the

Constitution lacked the proper representation and checks

of a bicameral legislature. No bill of rights, he stressed,

"can flourish long in the neighborhood of a single Assembly,

and a Council of Censors possessing all the powers of the

State. . . . These inestimable privileges in the Constitu-

tion of Pennsylvania resemble a tree loaded with the most

luscious fruit, but surrounded by thorns, in such a manner,

as to be for ever inaccessible to the hungry traveller."Ur36

"35Ramsay, Har. or Apr. 1788, Letters, I, #55 n. 1.

In the letter Rush also emphasized that the peOple contained

as much human depravity as rulers, excoriated a simple

democracy as "the devil's own government," stressed the need

for a lawful liberty, and praised the order, security for

property, and protection against violence in the new govern-

ment (Ibid., I, 95M). At this time the Antifederalists

considered Rush as the champion of the party of reaction.

The anonymous author of The Government of Nature Delineated;

or An Exact Picture of the New Constituffon (Carlis1e,

I788T, p. I7 n., wrof3:—"Dr. Rush, in the state convention,

amongst other wise and learned sayings, hath the following

remarkable observation, 'I am happy sir, to find that the

convention hath not disgraced this constitution with a

bill of rights'--whether ought Pennsylvania to reward such

declarations with a suit of tar and feathers, or with a

hempen necklace" (Ibid., I, 955 n. 2).

  

  

u35"0bservations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 77-78.

Boorstin, p. 19”, suggests that "All the Jeffersonians were

great believers in 'Bills of Rights,‘ and the word 'rights'

is the most familiar and most significant word in their

political idiom . . . . this emphasis. . . . revealed . . .

the unsystematic and inarticulate character of Jeffersonian

political theory. A list of 'rights' substituted for a
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Concerning civil liberties, Rush commented in some

detail on freedom of the press and the right to trial by

jury. Though he supported freedom of the press, he felt

newspapers frequently abused it. "The licentiousness of

the press," he wrote in his essay on morals, "is a fruitful

source of the corruption of morals." Since fear of detec-

tion and punishment often deterred men from injuring one

another, the secrecy of a press, by removing both deterrents,

propagated "revenge, scandal, and falsehood." In addition,

personal slander, Rush argued, greatly damaged "the cause

of liberty," for "who will believe a truth that is told

of a bad man that has been accustomed to read falsehoods

published every day of a good man?" Moreover, printers

and readers of personal scandal "are accomplices in the

guilt of the authors of it."l+37

In Spite of the irresponsibility of the press, Rush

saw reason for governmental control of it, but he advised

Andrew Brown, in "Directions for Conducting a NeWSpaper. . .

 

systematic theory of government." Considered by Boorstin

to be a typical Jeffersonian, Rush nevertheless seems to

be an exception in this instance, since he criticized

efforts to add a bill of rights to the Federal Constitution

and presented his political theories in some detail.

"37"To the Ministers," June 21, 1788, Letters, I,

#63. "We read with horror the accounts of human depravity

which has [sic] converted public executions into part of

the amusemefifs of several ancient and modern nations, but

the depravity of the human heart is of the same nature in

that man who can read with pleasure or even indifference

the mangled character of a fellow citizen in a licentious

newspaper" (Ibid.). Ironically, Rush’s anonymous letter

on inflation in 1779 provoked a debate in Congress over

the liberty of the press because Elbridge Gerry found it

"insulting to Congress" and "infamous" (John DunIOp, July

3, 1779, Letters, I, 236 n. 2).
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to Make It Innocent, Useful, and Entertaining," never to

allow his paper to become "a vehicle of private scandal

or of personal disputes." An editor should expose the faults

of public officers with decency, for "No man has a right

to attack the vices or follies of private citizens in a

newspaper." The right of freedom of the press, Rush con-

cluded, was no license for malicious slander:

Should you under a false idea of preserving

the liberty of the press lay Open the secrets

of families and thereby wound female honor

and delicacy, I hope our legislature will

repeal the law that relates to assault and

battery and that the liberty of the b1ud~eon

will be as sacred and universal in P;nnsyl-

vania as your liberty of the press.‘4
 

The right of trial by jury, Rush believed, was an

"inestimable" privilege."39 Two provisions of the

”388rown, Oct. 1, 1788, Letters, I, H87. "The less you

publish about yourself the better. “hat have your readers

to do with the nelects or insults that are offered to you

by your fellow citizens? If a printer offends you, attack

him in your paper, because he can defend himself with the

same weapons with which you wound him; type against type

is fair play; but to attack a man who has no types nor print-

ing press, or who does not know anything about the manual

of using them, is cowardly in the highest degree. If you

had been in twentyBBunkers-hill battles instead of one,

and had fought forty duels into the bargain, and were

afterwards to revenge an affront upon a man who was not a

printer, in your newspaper, I would not believe that you

possessed a particle of true courage. If such a person

injures you, if you are a Christian, you may forgive him

or sue him. If you are a savage, you may challenge him

to fight a duel. And if you are a wild beast, you may

tear him to pieces with your claws or kick him into the

gutter" (Ibid., I, #88). A decade later, William Cobbett

took just such advantage of Rush. See L. H. Butterfield,

ed. "Appendix III: The Cobbett-Rush Feud," Letters, II,

1213-1218.

"39"On Slave--Keeping, " 1773, Selected Writings, p. 17 n.
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Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776, he observed, deprived

citizens of trial by jury. First, the 22nd section empowered

the general assembly to impeach any executive or judicial

officer without trial by jury. Why, Rush asked, was this

fundamental right denied? Secondly, the u7th section

provided for a council of censors with absolute power for

one year to censure violations of the Constitution;

". . . where is the man," he asked, "who can ensure himself

a moment's safety from a body of men invested with absolute

power for one whole year to censure and condemn, without

judge or jury, every individual in the State?"""0

Providing security for life, liberty, property, and

equality, then, was the fundamental purpose of all polit-

ical compacts, especially those of republican governments.

Although governments might modify and restrain these

""0"Observations," 1777, Selected Writings, pp. 73, 75.

Rush also felt that impeachment proceedings after resigna-

tion or removal for maladministration should begin within

a fixed time period. "A judicial or military officer,"

he reasoned, "may be innocent, and yet, from the delay of

his trial for six or seven years, he may be deprived by

death or other ways of the vouchers of his innocence. Woe

to the man that ever holds one of the high offices of the

State of Pennsylvania! He must ever, after his resignation,

hold his life at the pleasure of the orator who rules the

Assembly. The least mark of disrespect shown to him, or

to any of the Assembly, rouses the Constitution and laws

of his country against him; and perhaps, after an interval

of twenty or thirty years conscious integrity, his grey

hairs are dragged with sorrow to the grave. Let not this

be thought to be too high a picture of this part of the

Constitution of Pennsylvania. It is a picture of human

nature in similar circumstances, in every age and country.

Hen possessed of unlimited and uncontrolled power are

beasts of prey" (Ibid., p. 73).
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natural and civil liberties for the general good of the

community, they remained inherent rights that republican

governments were constitutionally bound to safeguard. Thus

any act of government which violated these rights ceased

to be binding on the people--as set forth by the social

T7

. Scontract theory. In 1810 a disillusioned JUSh, concluding

that the American government had largely failed in its

charge to preserve natural rights, composed an epitaph

on the liberties of the people:

here lie interred

the liberties of the United States.

They were purchased with much treasure and

blood, and by uncommon exertions of talents

and virtues. Their dissolution was brought

on by the cheapness of suffrage in some of

the states, by a funding system which befiat

banks and lotteries and land speculations,

and by the removal of Congress to the city

of flashington, a place so unfriendly to

health, society, and instructing intercourse,

and so calculated to foster party and

malignant passions, that wise and good men

considered a seat in it as a kind of banish—

ment, in consequence of which the government

fell into the hands of the young and ignorant

and needy part of the community, and hence

the loss of the respect and obedience due to

laws, and hence one of the causes of the

downfall of the last and only free country

in the world.

""lAdams, Oct. 2, 1810, Letters, II, 1067-1068.



VIII. Conclusion: Rush's Political Pessimism

From 1790 onward, gloomy pessimism steadily tinged

Rush's political thinking. "I perfectly accord with you,"

he wrote Adams in 1806,

in your Opinions respecting the tendency and

issue of the present state of things in the

world. Never perhaps was there a time in

which there was more to fear from the wicked-

ness and folly, and less to hope from the

virtue and wisdom, of man. A newspaper,

once the vehicle of pleasing and useful

intelligence, is now the sad record only of

misery and crimes. All systems of political

order and happiness seem of late years to

have disappointed their founders and advo—

cates. Civilization, science, and commerce

have long ago failed in their attempts to

improve the condition of mankind, and even

liberty itself, from which more was expected

than from all other human means, has lately

appeared to be insufficient for that purpose.

If we fly from the lion of despotism, the

bear of anarchy meets us, or if we retire

from both and lean our hand upon the wall of

our domestic sanctuary, the recollection of

past or the dread of future evils bites us

like a serpent. “2

In contrast to Rush's optimism during the Revolution,

after 1800 he considered political efforts to create order

and stability in society as futile. As he told Adams,

"Federalism! Democracy! law! order! 'Libertas et

natale solum!‘ All fine, very fine words. I wonder, in

the language of Dean Swift, 'where we stole them.'""”3

uuzAdams, June 10, 1806, Letters, II, 919.

““3Adams, Oct. 31, 1807, Letters, II, 955, 956 n. 1n.

The Latin quote means "Liberty and my native land."
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Describing to Adams an allegorical dream in which Rush,

on his way to a town meeting, was detained in what seemed

to be a madhouse, but in reality was the town meeting he

sought, Rush contended that such meetings were "an epitome

of all public bodies, whether assembled in town meetings,

state legislatures, congresses, conventions, or parlia-

ments, and of all the statesmen and philosophers, whether

at courts or in a closet, who eXpected to produce by

their labors, wisdom, justice, order, and stability in
 

human governments."““” By 1812 Rush concluded that

mundane political institutions were beyond perfection.

"I have been educated," he wrote Adams, "in the unbelief

. . . of the perfectibility of governments composed of

imperfect materials. ."nus

Vanity and disappointment, Rush believed, were the

lot of every politician. "Do you not sometimes imprecate,"

he asked Adams,

the same evils upon the day on which you became

a politician that Job did upon the day of his

birth? How many of us have reason to cry out

in reviewing our Revolutionary services to our

country with Caesar's parrot: "We have lost

our labor!" . . . In looking back upon the

years of our Revolution, I often wish for those

ten thousand hours that I wasted in public

pursuits and that I now see did no permanent

work for my family nor my country. Such is

the delight I now take in my professional

W4Adams, Feb. 20, 1909, Letters, II, 995. Rush de-

scribed the inmates of this "madhouse" with a Swiftian gusto.

See Rush's account of another dream which compares lunatic

patients with the House of Representatives in Washington,

in Adams, Nov. 17, 1812, Letters, II, 1167.

”“5Adams, Dec. 19, 1912, Letters, II, 1171.
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studies that I daily regret that ever I was

seduced from them for a moment to assist in

an enterprise such as the late Catharine of

Russia accomplished at Petersburgh, I mean

building "a palace of ice." "Vanity of

vanities, all is vanity." "I came into the

world crying; I lived complaining; and I

died disappointed" should be inscribed upon

the tombstone of every politician.‘“‘6

Comparing his own political life to an attempt to "regulate

the winds," he concluded that time spent in politics was

largely wasted.uu7 "Ahl. Why did I ever suffer myself,"

he asked Adams, "to be withdrawn a moment from the noise of

pestle and mortar to be thus distressed and disgusted with

the impostures and frauds of public life?"””8

The manifold evils of political life, Rush believed,

offset what few benefits a public career offered. Govern-

ments that produced economic measures, such as funding

systems, banks, and embargoes, generated greater vices than

AunGAdams, April 22, 1907, Letters, II, 941. "What an

excellent sermon might be preached upon the text 'Men of

high degree are a lie, and men of low degree are vanity'"

(Adams, Nov. 21, 1805, Letters, II, 912).

l“*7Adams, Sept. 22, 1909, Letters, II, 995. "'What

profit has the world or my country Had from those things,’

to use the words of an apostle, 'whereof I am now

ashamed?‘ None, none, none" (Ibid.). Rush congratulated

Jefferson upon his "escape from the high and dangerous

appointment which your country (to use the words of Lord

Chesterfield) inflicted upon you during the last eight

years of your life. *Methinks I see you renewing your

acquaintance with your philosophical instruments and with

the friends of your youth in your library, a place in

which Voltaire has happily said 'every man's humor is

subject to us,‘ and, of course, the reverse of a public

situation in the world, 'in which we are subject to every

man's humor'" (Jefferson, May 3, 1809, Letters, II, 1003).

 

1m8Adams, Nov. 21, 1905, Letters, II, 913.
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””9 Corruption, thought Rush, bredthe crime of war.

politicians more greedy for power than even Aaron Burr.450

"There is quackery," he contended, "in everything as well

as in medicine, and it is because politicians neglect to

form principles from facts that so many mistakes are com,

mitted in calculations upon the issue of commotions in

human affairs."“51 But of the many evils of political

life, he observed to Jefferson, none was "so great as the

dissolution of friendships and the implacable hatreds which

too often take their place."“52 "The experience I have

had in public pursuits," he concluded, "has led me to make

many discoveries in the human heart that are not very

favorable to it. I shall leave some of them upon record

by way of beacons to deter my children from engaging in

public life."“53

The development of the party system provided another

source of political depravity, Rush felt. In 1798, he

deplored ”the politico-mania of the two great parties

“ugAdams, Mar. 13, 1909, Letters, II, 997-999.

“50Adams, July 9, 1907, Letters, II, 951; "Travels

Through fi.fe," Autobio ra h , e3. George W. Corner

(Princeton, 1948), p. I50.

“51Adams, Sept. 21, 1905, Letters, II, 905.

“52Jefferson, Feb. 1, 1911, Letters, II, 1079. Rush

played the key role in reconciling Adams and Jefferson.

See L. H. Butterfield, "The Dream of Benjamin Rush: The

Reconciliation of John Adams and Thomas Jefferson," Yale

Review, XL (1950-1951), 297-319.

”53Adams, Feb. 12, 1790, Letters, I, 531.
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059
which now divide our country." Both extremes--Federal-

istic monarchists and Jacobinical democrats--were "contrary

to truth and order. . . ."l'55 ”It would seem," he told

Adams, "as if there was but two vices in the United States--

and that is the vice of Federalism and the vice of Demo-

"”56
cracy. In a letter to Adams in 1808, Rush reviewed the

folly, madness, and corruption of political parties:

Our papers teem with electioneering scandal.

From all treason, sedition, conspiracies, and

art ra e, good Lord deliver us!--I have often

Eeard w en a boy of men's selling their souls

to the Devil to relieve a pressing want of

money. This practice is now in disuse, but

we do the same thing in another way by selling

our time, our talents, our tempers, our moral

feelings and principles, and sometimes our

wills, as well as our money, to a party. Under

the constant pressure of the two powerful and

opposite currents that divide our city, I am

enabled to keep my feet. Sooner than float

after either of them, I would quit my country

and go where human folly and madness had

exhausted themselves and where the extremity

of despotism had left nothing to fear.”

”SuAshton Alexander, Feb. 20, 1799, Letters, II, 797.

”55John Montgomery, June 6, 1801, Letters, II, 830.

”55Adams, Jan. 13, 1909, Letters, II, 990.

“57Adams, Sept. 22, 1808, Letters, II, 98“. See also

Julia Rush, Aug. 26, 1798, Letters, II, 803; William Mar-

shall, Sept. 15, 1798, Letters, II, 807; Adams, Sept. 22,

1808, Letters, II, 982-983; Adams, Jan. 13, 1809, Letters,

II, 993-995. Rush ventured many Opinions on the major

parties from the Revolution to the War of 1812. See, for

example, Adams, March 19, 1789, Letters, I, 506, 507; Adams,

Aug. 19, 1805, Letters, II, 900-901; Adams, Aug. 21, 1812,

Letters, II, 1150, 1101. He frequently commented on the

Whig and Tory parties during and after the Revolution.

In Travels Throu h Life, he classified both according to

motives and conduct. There were Tories who were motivated

by 1) a desire for power and office, 2) an attachment to

British commercial interest, 3) a belief in monarchy, H) a

belief in the Church of England hierarchy, and 5) a fear
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Political life also exacted a personal price--abuse

and slander. As Rush put it: "In battle men kill, without

hating each other; in political contests men hate without

killing, but in that hatred they commit murder every hour

of their lives." "I feel pain in a review of my political

life," he wrote in Travels Through Life,

when I recollect the unfriendly influence

which party spirit (the unavoidable con-

comitant of politicks [sic]) had upon my

moral and social feelings, and the contro-

versies and enmities to which it exposed

me. In estimating the services of public

 

of Presbyterianism. There were Whigs who were motivated

by l) a desire for power, 2) a h0pe that the war would

cancel British debts, 3) an opportunity to pay debts with

depreciated money, 0) a hatred of particular Tories, and

5) "a sincere and disinterested love to liberty and

justice." According to conduct, Rush divided the Tories

into four groups: 1) "furious Tories" who used violence to

oppose the Whigs, 2) "Writing and talking Tories," 3)

"Silent but busy Tories" who wrote pamphlets and circulated

intelligence, 9) "Peaceable and conscientious Tories"

who patiently submitted to the Whigs' power. Among the

Whigs, there were 1) "Furious Whigs" who would rather tar

and feather a Tory than defeat a British army, 2) "Speculating

Whigs" who capitalized on the war to make large profits,

3) "Timid Whigs" whose hopes "rose and fell with every

victory and defeat," and u) "Staunch Whigs" who were

"moderate in their tempers, but firm, inflexible, and per-

severing in their conduct" ("Travels Through Life," Auto-

biography, pp. 117-118). This last group of "whigs from

love ofliberty" had no lust for power, only a desire "to

be governed well." The real danger to the country, Rush

felt, came not from the Tories, but from the aristocratic,

mercenary, and persecuting Whigs (Adams, Aug. 8, 1777,

Letters, I, 152. See also Jonathan Bayard Smith?, April

20-2I, 1778, Letters, I, 211; William Gordon, Dec. 10,

1778, Letters, I, 221, 222). Rush frequently noted that

follow1ng the war, Tories gradually gained more economic

and political power than the Whigs and eventually dominated

the Federalist Party (Adams, Feb. 2”, 1790, Letters, I,

532; Adams, May 5, 1812, Letters, II, 1133; hdams, Aug.

21, 1812; Letters, II, llEI; hdams, Feb. 8, 1813, Letters,

II, 1192 .“'""— —""""'
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men, let public gratitude swell tO its

highest pitch. When the diminution or loss

Of benevolent feelings, and the pain Of

public slander and private disputes are

mentioned, property, and even life itself

are light as a feather when weighed in the

Opposite scale to them."5

Rush was keenly aware Of the abuse politicians suffered

at the hands Of friends. One Of the discoveries of public

life, he maintained, was "that a 'politician can never suffer

from his enemies.' The folly, the envy, and the ingrati-

tude Of his friends are the principal sources Of his

suffering.""59 Consequently, he entreated his sons "to

take no public or active part in the disputes Of their

country beyond a vote at an election.""60 "The time, I

”58"Travels Through Life," p. 162. Rush was convinced

that his political activity prejudiced many against his

medical theories. See Horatio Gates, Dec. 26, 1795, LE:-

ters, II, 767; John Dickinson, Oct. 11, 1797, Letters,

II, 793; Adams, Sept. 21, 1805, Letters, II, 906; John

R. B. Rodgers, Oct. 16?, 1797, Letters, II, 79%; Rodgers,

Nov. 6, 1797, Letters, II, 795; "Travels Through Life,"

pp. 88-89. WiIIlam Cobbett accused him of treason because

he argued for the local origin Of yellow fever (Noah

Webster, June 20, 1799, Letters, II, 811). For a more

positive Opinion on the role of a physician in politics,

see "The Vices and Virtues Of Physicians," 1801, The

Selected Writin s of Benaamin Rush, ed. Dagobert'ET—Runes

(New York, 4 , pp.

1+59Adams, Feb. 12, 1790, Letters, I, 531. See also

Adams, Feb. 20, 1790, Letters, I, 535.

l“'50"Travels Through Life," p. 162. "Among the

fatherly cautions I deliver to them, none are repeated

Oftener than the dangers Of public and the sin Of party

spirit" (Adams, Feb. 19, 1805, Letters, II, 891). When his

son Richard was Offered the pOSltlon of comptroller Of the

United States Treasury in 1811, Rush tried to persuade him

to refuse the post, but Richard took the position, to Rush's

dismay, and went on to a distinguished career as cabinet

member and diplomat. See "Commonplace Book, 1792-1813,"
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fear, is past in our country," he concluded, "in which

happiness or even usefulness is to be expected from public

stations."u61

Gradually, Rush found the fruits of the Revolution

so bitter that he began to regret his part in it. Dis-

illusioned by the government's ingratitude to Revolutionary

patriots, he returned to the religiosity Of his youth and

placed his hopes solely in the Biblical promise Of a

millennium. As David Ramsay wrote in his Eulogium on Rush,

"As he became less Of a politician, he became more Of a

Christian.""‘62 "In reviewing the numerous instances Of

ingratitude Of governments and nations to their benefactors,"

he told Adams, "I am Often struck with the perfection of

that divine government in which 'a cup of cold water' (the

cheapest thing in the world), given under the influence of

proper principles, 'shall not lose its reward."'l‘63

Whenever Rush viewed the nth of July celebrations in

Philadelphia, he was painfully reminded that the nation

had lost sight Of the true meaning Of the struggle for

 

Autobio ra h , p. 298, NOV. 23, 1811; COrner, ed. "hppendlx

3," Autobio ra h , p. 371; John H. Powell, Richard Rush,

Repuhllcan Diplomat, 1780-1859 (Philadelphia, 1952).

“filJefferson, Aug. 29, 1900, Letters, II, 995.

“52Butterfield, ed. "Introduction," Letters, I, lxxii;

David Ramsay, An Eulogium upon Benjamin Rush (Philadelphia,

1813), p. 109.——

"53Adams, Aug. 19, 1905, Letters, II, 902. See also

"1792-1813," Autobio ra h , pp. 216-217, March 20, 1792;

Horatio Gates, DEC. g6, I795, Letters, II, 767. For a

satiric comment on the disregard of all Revolutionary patriots

save Washington and Hamilton, see Adams, June 13, 1811,

Letters, II, 108%.
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independence. If the patriots of 1776 could view them,

they would "recover the paleness Of death in hearing the

details of the degeneracy and depravity Of the country for

which they toiled or bled." With feelings of grief and

indignation, they would "descend with haste and pleasure

to their graves, now become agreeable and welcome to them"

since they concealed "the base and inglorious conduct of

some Of their contemporaries and Of all their posterity."”6”

The 9th routinely celebrated, Rush Observed, the glory Of

the military men--especially Washington-~but "Scarcely a

word was said Of the solicitude and labors and fears and

sorrows and sleepless nights Of the men who projected,

proposed, defended, and subscribed the Declaration of

Independence.”65

Rush reached the nadir Of his political pessimism

when, in a letter to Adams in 1808, he repudiated his role

in the Revolution:

0! had I but one ten thousand Of those

precious days which did not work for my family

between the years 177% and 1780, they should

not be again employed in exposing the acts Of

British tyrants and American demagogues. I

feel pain when I am reminded of my exertions

in the cause of what we called liberty, and

”BuAdams, July 20, 1911, Letters, II, 1099-1090.

I'55Ibid. Many citizens, Rush wrote Adams, "are pre-

paring to ceIebrate the praises (not Of the men who

subscribed the Declaration Of fildpendence with ropes round

their necks) but Of General Washington and Colonel Hamilton

on that memorable day" (Adams, June 13, 1811, Letters, II,

108H).
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sometimes wish I could erase my name from

the Declaration Of Independence. In case

of a rupture with Britain or France, which

shall we fight for? For our Constitution?

I cannot meet with a man who loves it. It

is considered as tOO weak by one half of

our citizens and too strong by the other

half. Shall we rally round the standard

Of a popular chief? Since the death Of

Washington there has been no such center of

Union. Shall we contend for our paternal

acres and dwelling houses? Alas! how few

Of these are owned by the men who will in

case Of a war be called to the helm Of our

government. Their property consists chiefly

in bank stock, and that to such an extent

that among some Of them it is considered

as a mark Of bad calculatiOfl gor a man to

live in a house Of his own. 6

But Adams, who understood perfectly the basis for Rush's

disillusion, refused to let Rush repudiate his significant

public services and in his reply, June 20, 1808, sharply

rebuked Rush for his complaint:

Now sir, for your Groans. You and I in the

Revolution acted from Principle; we did our

Duty, as we then believed, according to our

best Information, Judgment and Consciences.

Shall we now repent of this? God forbid! NO!

If a banishment to Cayenne, or to Bottany

Bay or even the Guillotine were to be the

necessary Consequences Of it to us, we ought

not to repent. Repent?’ This is impossible:

how can a Man repent Of his virtues? Repent

Of your sins, and Crimes and willfull Follies,

if you can recollect any: but never repent

Of your Charities, of your Benevolences, Of

your Cures in the Yellow Fever, no, nor Of the

innumerable hazards Of your Life you have run,

in the prosecution of your duty.” 7

“66Adams, June 13, 1909, Letters, II, 966.

l'57Butterfield, ed. "Introduction," Letters, I, lxxii-

lxxiii; Old Famil Letters: CO ied from the Originals for

Alexander BiddIe. Series §_( 1 a eIphla, I892), p. 185.
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Sustained in his faith in republicanism by Adams,

Rush proposed tO his friend in 1811 that he prepare "a

posthumous address tO the citizens Of the United States,

in which shall be inculcated all those great national,

social domestic, and religious virtues which alone can

make a people free, great, and happy.” The address, Rush

suggested, would declare these virtues "indispensably

necessary to the existence Of a REPUBLIC.""68 Thus his

belief in a republican form Of government survived--somewhat

shakily tO be sure--the pessimism Of his last years.

When Rush reviewed his political career in 1800, in

spite Of the pain he felt, he recalled with pleasure "the

integrity of all my public pursuits." His review stands

as his final estimate Of the Revolutionary cause:

I was animated constantly by a belief that I

was acting for the benefit Of the whole world,

and Of future ages, by assisting in the forma-

tion Of a new means Of political order and

general happiness. Whether my belief as far

as it relates tO the last great Object will

be realized, or not, is yet a secret in the

womb Of time. Late events have at times

induced me to believe my hopes were visionary

and my labors lost, and with them the more

valuable labors Of all the patriots and the

blood of all the heroes Of the Revolution. At

other times I have consoled myself by

recollecting that the seeds Of all the great

changes for the better in the condition Of

mankind, have been sowed years and centuries

before they came to pass. I still believe the

American Revolution to be big with important

consequences tO the world, and that the labor

Of no individual, however feeble his contribu—

tions to it were, could have been spared. It

”58Butterfield, ed. "Introduction," Letters, I, lxxiii;

Adams, Aug. 20, 1811, Letters, II, 1096.
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was Often said by the philanthrOpic Dr. Jebb

"that no good effort was lost." Still less

can it be true, that the American Revolution

will be an abortive event in the divine

government Of the world."69

“59"Trave1s Through Life," pp. 151-152. The Dr. Jebb

Rush refers to is probably John Jebb, M. D., 1736-1786,

theologian, political writer and physician, active in

prison reform (Ibid.). See Rush's similar statement in

Adams, Sept. 22, I808, Letters, II, 985.



CHAPTER II: BENJAMIN RUSH'S PHILOSOPHICAL THOUGHT

I. Introduction

Metaphysics, as Rush defined it, was "the study Of

the anatomy . . . Of the human mind"; it was "a simple

history of the faculties of the mind and Operations of the

."1

mind. . . "An accurate knowledge Of the faculties Of

the mind, and Of their various modes of combination and

action," Rush maintained, was necessary tO ascertain "the

reciprocal influence Of the body and mind upon each other."2

Two aspects Of Rush's definition require comment

here. The first thing we should note is how much science

has entered into his philOSOphical thinking-~a development

that A. N. Whitehead attributed to the pervasive influence

of "scientific materialism" in the 17th and 18th centuries.3

1"Duties Of a Physician," 1789, The Selected Writin s

2: Ben'amin Rush, ed. Dagobert D. RunEE—(New Yorh, ,

p. 3I8, "The Progress Of Medicine," 1801, Selected Writin s,

p. 227. In Sixteen Introductory Lectures (PhlIadelphla,

1811), pp. 102, 27I-272, Rush designated "the anatomy of

the human mind" or "phrenology" as a substitute for meta-

physics (Daniel J. Boorstin, The Lost World Of Thomas

Jefferson, New York, 1948, pp7_119, 27I n. 93—1. Woodbridge

Riley, "Benjamin Rush as Materialist and Realist," Bulletin

2: Johns HOpkins Hospital, XVIII, 1907, 95).

2"Duties," 1789, Selected Writings, p. 318.

3"There persists," Whitehead Observed, ". . . through-

out the whole period [the last three centuries] the fixed

scientific cosmology which presupposes the ultimate fact of

an irreducible brute matter, or material, spread throughout

space in a flux Of configurations. In itself such a

material is senseless, valueless, purposeless. It just

does what it does do, following a fixed routine imposed by

187
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When Rush defined philOSOphy as a study Of the anatomy of

the mind, he virtually included metaphysics as a branch

of natural history. By utilizing the methodology and

laws Of anatomy and physiology to explain human thought,

he hOped to create a "mental science" that would be

"perfected by the aid and discoveries Of medicine."u A

physiology of the mind, as the title to lecture iv Of

Sixteen Introductory Lectures (1811) suggested, would

demonstrate "the influence Of physical causes, in promoting

the strength and activity Of the intellectual faculties Of

man"5; it would render the science Of mind an exact science,

not a chimerical and uncertain thing.

While it bore the name Of metaphysics, and

consisted only Of words without ideas, Of

definitions Of nonentities, and Of contro-

versies about the ubiquity . . . of spirit

and space, it deserved no quarter from the

rational part Of mankind; but the science,

I am now speaking of, is as real as any Of

the sciences that treat upon matter, and 6

more certain and perfect than most Of them.

 

external relations which do not spring from the nature Of

its being. It is this assumption that I call 'scientific

materialism.’ . . . The success Of the scheme has adversely

affected the various currents Of European thought. The

historical revolt was anti-rationalistic, because the

rationalism Of the scholastics required a sharp correction

by contact with brute fact. But the revival Of philosophy

in the hands Of Descartes and his successors was entirely

coloured in its development by the acceptance Of the

scientific cosmology at its face value" (A. N. Whitehead,

n. 9.

6"On the Utility Of a Knowledge Of the Faculties and

Operations Of the Mind to a Physician," 1805, Sixteen

Introductory Lectures, p. 271; Riley, "Benjamin Rush as

Materialisf and RealISt," p. 95.
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What this ultimately meant, of course, was a philosophy

of materialism, of the materiality Of thought. It was

because physicians had refrained, he concluded, from

investigating such subjects as morals, metaphysics, and

theology "that physiology has so long been an Obscure,

and conjectural science."7

The second aspect Of Rush's scientific approach to

metaphysics is what Whitehead has called the anti-intellectual,

anti-rationalistic character Of the scientific revolution

in that it returned to "the contemplation Of brute fact"

and it recoiled from "the inflexible rationality of medie-

"8
val thought. Rush was convinced that physicians must

"assert their prerogative, and . . . rescue the mental sci-

ence from the usurpations Of schoolmen and divines."9

Only then could philosophy assume the necessary simplicity,

"unconnected with the ancient nomenclature Of words and

phrases, which once constituted the science of metaphysics."10

7"Lectures on Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writin s, p.

135. Daniel J. Boorstin, pp. 111-166, frequenIly uses Rush

tO document the Jeffersonian physiology Of thought and morals.

8Whitehead, Science and the Modern World, p. 9.

"Science has never shdhen_dff-Ihe impress of its origin

in the historical revolt Of the later Renaissance. It has

remained predominantly an anti-rationalistic movement,

based upon a naive faith. What reasoning it has wanted,

has been borrowed from mathematics which is a surviving

relic Of Greek rationalism, following the deductive method.

Science repudiates philosophy. In other words, it has

never cared to justify its faith or tO explain its mean-

ings; and has remained blandly indifferent to its refuta-

tion by Hume" (Ibid., p. 17).

9"Duties," 1789, Selected Writings, p. 318.
 

10"Progress," 1801, Selected Writings, p. 227.
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In his lecture on the physician's duties in 1789, he

recommended certain authors on metaphysics because they

had "cleared this sublime science Of its technical rubbish,

and rendered it both intelligible and useful."11

Although Rush eschewed the intricate and subtle 3

priori reasoning of Scholastic philosophy, he did not

always adhere strictly tO a naturalistic, scientific

approach in his philosophical inquiries. For example, in

the last decade or so Of his life, he increasingly exhibited

attitudes strikingly similar to Jonathan Swift's skeptical

and fideistic beliefs--ironical enough in view of Rush's

Open hostility to Hume's skeptical rejection Of religion,

12
and his own philosophical materialism. Moreover, under

the influence Of Scottish common sense realism, Rush

contradicted his materialistic rejection Of innate ideas

by speculating on the existence Of a moral faculty and by

occasionally hinting Of a belief in a kind of intuitional

mental faculty. In addition, aspects Of his deep religious

faith clashed with his materialism, even though he frequently

11"Dutie8." 1789, Selected Writings, p. 318.

12For Swift's skepticism, see John A. Yunck, "The

Skeptical Faith Of Jonathan Swift," The Personalist, XLII

(Autumn, 1961), 533-554. For an authdhitatiye discussion

Of philosophical skepticism and fideism, see Louis I.

Bredvold's The Intellectual Milieu of John Dr den (Ann

Arbor, 193HT:_which traces the deveIdpment of shépticism

from Greek origins to the 17th century. I hope to show

a number Of similarities between Swift's fideistic

skepticism, as discussed by Professor Yunck, and Rush's

Views.
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argued for their compatibility.13 Thus he Offset, for

example, the deterministic implications of his monistic

materialism with the theological dualism of liberty and

necessity. These examples suggest that no one system

confined Rush's philOSOphical speculations, that he did

not completely fill the mold of a Jeffersonian materialist,

and that his scientific and religious views ultimately

failed to coalesce into a unified system of thought.lu

We shall consider these exceptions at some length in

this chapter, but we must not forget that materialism

was the main tendency Of Rush's philosophical thought.

Consequently, we shall devote much Of the chapter to Rush's

natural history of thought and morality--his analysis Of

empiricism, associationism, and thought as material as

well as his "anatomy" Of such powers of the mind as reason,

will, imagination, and the moral sense.

The five authors Rush recommended on metaphysics--

John Locke, David Hartley, Thomas Reid, James Beattie,

and Joseph Butler--were, to a large extent, the shaping

15 He derived his empiricismforces Of his own philosophy.

largely from Locke, "that justly celebrated oracle," whose

"eagle eye of genius," in the Essay Concerninnguman

l“Although Boorstin rightfully places Rush in the

Jeffersonian circle, I shall attempt to show that on

several points in philosophy, and even more so in religion,

Rush and Jefferson differed considerably.

15"Duties," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 319.
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Understanding (1690), "first unfolded tO us a map Of the

"15
intellectual world. Hartley's Observations gn_Man, His

 

Frame, His Duty, and His Expectations (1709), Rush's favor-

ite philOSOphical work, furnished him with the principle Of

associationism and the relationship between psychology and

17
physiology. Dr. Hartley's "discoveries in physiological,

metaphysical, and theological science," he concluded, "mark

an era in the achievements Of the human mind"; his works

"will probably perish, only with time itself. . . ."18

Thomas Reid and James Beattie, prOponents Of the Scots

philOSOphy Of "common sense," not only influenced Rush's

thinking on the moral faculty, but impressed him with their

refutation Of Hume's skepticism.19 Bishop Joseph Butler's

16"Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, p. 189.

17Letters, II, 780 n. n. In his autobiography, he

wrote that from none Of the books he read to prepare

lectures "did I derive so many useful hints as from Dr.

Hartley's treatise upon the frame Of man" ("Travels Through

Life," Autobio ra h , ed. George W. Corner, Princeton,

19M8, p. 95). Rush wrote James Currie in 1796 of "having

long been a disciple Of Dr. Hartley" (Currie, July 26,

1796, Letters, II, 780), and Adams in 1807 Of "the great

and good, I had almost said the inspired, Dr. Hartley"

(Adams, Oct. 31, 1807, Letters, II, 953).

18Adams, Oct. 31, 1807, Letters, II, 953; "The Vices

and Virtues of Physicians," 180I, Selected Writings, p. 199.

19Rush's great admiration for Beattie's philOSOphical

writings led him to procure Beattie's membership in the

American Philosophical Society. In a letter to Beattie

in 1786, he thanked him for "the knowledge and pleasure"

he had gained "from your excellent writings. . ." (Beattie,

Aug. 1, 1786, Letters, II, 39%). "I cannot think Of him,"

he wrote James Kidd in 179H, "without fancying that I see

Mr. Hume prostrate at his feet. He was the David who slew

that giant Of infidelity" (Kidd, May 13, 1790, Letters, II,

7H8). See also Kidd, Nov. 25, 1793, Letters, 11, 756-747.
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works, particularly The Analogy 2: Religion, Natural and

Revealed (1736), undoubtedly attracted Rush because they

attacked deism, defended revealed religion, and demonstrated,

in rationalistic terms, the existence Of the deity.20

In fact, all Of these philosophers appealed to him because

their speculations remained within the framework Of ortho-

dox Protestantism. This was the reason, for example, Rush

was so devoted to Hartley's Observations 22.H§E:

I envy the age in which that book will be

relished and believed, for it has unfortunately

appeared a century or two before the world

is prepared for it. The Scotch philosophers

of whom Dugald Stewart has lately become the

champion abuse it in intemperate terms, but

it is because they are so bewildered in the

pagan doctrines Of Aristotle and Plato that

they do not understand it. Its illustrious

author has establiShed an indissoluble union

between physiology, metaphysics, and Chris-

tianity. He has so di8posed them that they

mutually afford not only support but beauty

and splendor to each other.

 

"Beattie on Truth" is the Spine title Of one Of the books

in Charles Willson Peale's portrait of Rush (Letters, II,

39% n. l). The most authoritative study Of SOOIIish

"common sense" is James McCosh, The Scottish Philoso h

(New York, 1875). Russel B. Nye, The CuIIuraI Eife of the

£23 Nation, 1775-1930 (New York, 195072‘557'33L357'sfifiJ"’

marizes the significant influence Of this philosophy on

American thought in the late 18th and early 19th centuries.

20Rush informed Adams that "I possess Butler's Sermons,

also his Analogy, and have read them over and over an

marked an se ected passages from each Of them. They are

monuments of the strength Of the human understanding. I

feel in reading them as if I were in company with a visitor

from another planet, alike elevated above ours in size and

in the intellect Of its inhabitants" (Adams, Aug. 8, 1812,

Letters, II, 1157).

21Jefferson, Jan. 2, 1911, Letters, II, 1075. "Next

to my Bible I find the most satisfacIion in reading the

works Of Dr. Hartley upon both doctrinal and practical
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subjects. His morality is truly evangeIical. His post-

humous letters to his sister show him to have been a saint

of the first order" (Adams, Feb. 1, 1810, Letters, II,

1035). See also "Vices and Virtues," 1801, SeIected

Writings, p. 299. These authors were standard fare in

require courses in Moral Philosophy or Metaphysics Offered

at most American colleges during the 18th century (Nye,



II. The Empirical Foundations Of Rush's PhilOSOphy

"But, Mr. President, in thus rejecting the

empire Of Reason in government, permit me to

mention an empire Of another kind, to which

men everywhere yield a willing, and in some

instances involuntary, submission, and that

is the EMPIRE OF HABIT. You might as well

arrest the orbs of heaven in their course as

suddenl change the habits Of a whole people.

Even in little things they resist sudden

innovations upon their ancient and general

customs. Peter, the husband Of the late

Catharine of Russia, lost his life for an

attempt to change a part Of the dress Of his

subjects. The inhabitants Of Madrid once

rose in a mob to Oppose an edict which was

intended to compel them to use privies in

order to prevent the accumulation of night

soil in their streets. An hundred other

instances might be mentioned Of the fatal or

mischievous consequences Of Opposing the

settled habits and prejudices Of nations and

communities."

Thus, in an allegorical dream that Rush recounted to

Adams, the Speaker rebuffed Rush who, as an imaginary

President bent on temperance reform, had defended reason.

Satirically Rush was demonstrating how much man--Often

involuntarily--was a creature Of his environment.23

Earlier, a more optimistic Rush had hOped Americans might

utilize the Lockean doctrine of environmental conditioning

22Adams, Sept. 15, 1909, Letters, II, 979-979.

23"We suffer so much from traditional error Of various

kinds, in education, morals, and government, that I have

been led tO wish, that it were possible for us to have

schools established, in the United States, for teaching

the art Of forgetting. I think three-fourths Of all our

school-masters, divines, and legislators would profit very

much, by spending two or three years in such useful insti-

tutions" ("The Amusements and Punishments which are Proper

for Schools," 1790, The Selected Writin s Of Ben'amin Rush,

ed. Dagobert D. Runedj—New Yorh, , p. 115).
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to great advantage in the new nation. "Remember," he

Observed in 1789, ". . . that we are at present in a

forming state. We have as yet but few habits of any kind,

and gggg ones may be acquired and fixed by a good example

and proper instruction as easily as 23g ones without the

benefit of either."2n

Whether disparaging reason, announcing America's future

greatness, or attributing the Indian's inferiority to the

effect Of environment,25 Rush repeatedly drew upon Lockean

empiricism in his correspondence and publications. He

readily thought in patterns that assumed the principles Of

sensationalism and association. It was Obvious when he

recommended vocal music because of "its mechanical effects

in civilizing the mind, and thereby preparing it for the

influence Of religion and government."26 It was Obvious

when, in his plan for a peace Office, he sought "to affect

the minds Of the citizens Of the United States with the

blessings of peace, by contrasting them with the evils Of

27
war," vividly illustrated in lurid paintings. It was

Obvious when he suggested that rather than "inspire our

2"John Howard, Oct. 19, 1799, Letters, I, 529.

25Daniel J. Boorstin, The Lost World of Thomas

Jefferson (New York, 1998), p. IUI. See "MEdiOine Among

fhe Indians Of North America," 1770, Selected Writings,

Pp. 25.9-292 EaSSimo

 

26"Of the Mode Of Education Proper in a Republic,"

1798, Selected Writings, p. 92.

27"A Plan Of a Peace-Office for the United States,"

1799, Selected Writings, pp. 22-23.
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youth," by exercises in firearms, "with hostile ideas towards

their fellow creatures," we should "instill into their minds

sentiments Of universal benevolence to men Of all nations

and colours."28 It was Obvious when he Observed that since

greater or lesser degrees Of harmony analogous tO the

vibrations Of musical sound produced the pleasures Of the

senses, "our bodies may be compared to a violin; the senses

are its strings; every thing beautiful and sublime in nature

and art is its bow; the Creator is the hand that moves it;

and pleasure, nearly constant pleasure, their necessary

effect."29 But this is not to say that Rush never quali-

fied his empirical beliefs. On the contrary, as we shall

see, he was dissatisfied with several aspects Of Lockean

epistemology. First, however, we should consider his views

on sensational psychology, and their implications for his

thinking on education, politics, economics, and morality.

Rush emphasized four aSpects Of empiricism in his writ-

ings--the theory that knowledge was acquired through the

senses, the rejection therefore of non-empirical knowledge,

the influence Of physical stimuli upon human conduct, and

the impressionability Of early life. The doctrine that life

resulted from physical stimuli acting upon the body, Rush

28"Amusements," 1790, Selected Writings, p. 109.

29"Upon the Pleasures of the Senses and of the Mind,"

Sixteen IntroductopyflLectures (1811), pp. 029-925; I.

Woodhridge Riley, enjaminflush as Materialist and

Realist," Bulletin Of Johns HOpkins Hospital, XVIII (1907),

96.
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asserted in his Eectures 2n Animal Lifg, "enables us to

reject the doctrine of innate ideas, and to ascribe all

our knowledge Of sensible Objects to impressions acting

upon an innate capacity to receive ideas."30 The mind

at birth, then, was "a perfect blank."31 "Were it

possible," he reasoned, "for a child to grow up to manhood

without the use Of any Of its senses, it would not possess

a single idea Of a material Object; and as all human knowl-

edge is compounded Of simple ideas, this person would be

as destitute Of knowledge Of every kind, as the grossest

"32 The fact peopleportion of vegetable, or fossil matter.

remembered forgotten incidents in dreams, he told his

medical students, did not prove that they were preter-

natural occurrences, but simply that nothing existed in

the brain which had not previously entered through the

senses.33

Rush believed the "great principles in human conduct"

were sensibility, habit, imitation and association. "The

influence of these physical causes," he Observed, was

"powerful upon the intellects, as well as upon the principles

and morals Of young people."3" These ideas led Rush to

aoflLectureS on Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings,

p. 177.

31"Mode Of Education," 1798, Selected Writings, p. 89.

32"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, pp. 177-178.

33Notes Of Rush's Lectures taken bylHOhn?] Purnell

(Medical and Chirurgical Faculty Library, Baltimore, p.

l28--hereafter cited as Purnell MS., in Riley, "Benjamin

Rush as Materialist and Realist," p. 99.

3""Mode Of Education," 1798, Selected Writings, p. 92.
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conclude that the mind in childhood and youth, still in

the forming state, was the most susceptible to facts and

principles. "The human mind runs as naturally into prin-

ciples as it does after facts. It submits with difficulty

to those restraints or partial discoveries which are im-

posed upon it in the infancy of reason."35 Since the memory

was the first faculty tO function in children's minds, it

was necessary, Rush felt, "to impress it" with true pre-

judices before false ones took hold. Derived from the

impressions made upon the mind in early life, true or

false beliefs were fixed in the mind by habit, "a general

law in our natures" that made beliefs "easy, strong and

agreeable by repetition."36

Rush's theory Of empirical knowledge had rather Obvious

implications for education. Since knowledge came from

Observation, reading, and reflection, he frequently warned

his students against a priori theories not based on empirical

35Ibid., p. 99.

35"The Bible as a School Book," 1791, Selected Writ-

in s, pp. 117-118. See also "Mode Of Educafion," I798,

SeIected Writings, pp. 87, 93. If memory was the first

mental facuIty to function, it was also the least reliable

and the first to decay in Old age ("Observations and

Reasoning in Medicine," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 205;

"On Old Age," 1789, Selected Writings, p. 3H9). On the

connection between memory and reminiscence, and recovery

Of forgotten knowledge in Old age, see "On Old Age," 1789,

Selected Writin s, p. 397; "The Bible," 1791, Selected

Writings, p. I25. The understanding was superior to

memory, Rush felt, because knowledge was conveyed to the

understanding, only words into the memory ("The Bible,"

1791, Selected Writings, p. 129).
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data.37 He urged them to imitate their predecessors by

developing "a spirit Of inquiry, and a disposition to

controvert Old and doubtful Opinions, by the test of

eXperiments. . . . Think, read, and Observe. Observe,

read, and think, for yourselves."38 As a method of

acquiring knowledge, he constantly recommended keeping

notebooks that recorded Observations, conversations, notes

from readings and lectures.39

Further, educational methods, Rush believed, must

utilize sensationalist psychology, for repetition of

sensory experience tended to fix knowledge in the mind.

When using school books such as the Bible, teachers, he

urged, should "insensibly engrave" their contents upon

children's minds, because children, "instructed in this

way," seldom forgot what they learned.”0 Education must

bring all of the child's senses into play. "It is a law

38"The Progress of Medicine," 1801, Selected Writings,

p. 299. "Observe, read, think, record, converse, and

compose," he advised his son James (James Rush, Sept. 9,

1809, Letters, II, 1018). See also "Travels Through Life,"

Autobio a h , ed. George W. Corner (Princeton, 1908),

p. 87; fiuIia Rush, Oct. 9-10, 1793, Letters, II, 710.

 

 

39Rush discussed his own practice Of keeping common-

place books in Travels Through Life (Autobiography, pp.

92-93). He OftEh—EHVIsedlhis sons to keep journals. See

"Commonplace Book, 1792-1813," Autobiography, pp. 280-281,

June 1809; John Rush, May 18, 1796,ILetters, II, 776; James

Rush, Dec. 22, 1809, Letters, II, 1029-I030; James Rush,

Feb. 7, 1810, Letters, II, I037; James Rush, Oct. H, 1810,

Letters, II, 1 .

 

 

L*0"The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 126.
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in our natures,".Rush maintained, "that we remember

longest the knowledge we acquire by the greatest number

Of our senses.”1

In addition, teachers, Rush thought, should prefer

factual knowledge Of material objects to abstractions.

One of the reasons he wanted to eliminate teaching dead

languages was to allow more study of "the useful arts and

sciences." The time saved "might be employed in communi-

cating the knowledge Of things instead Of the sounds and

relations Of words." "The human intellects," he concluded,
 

"are brutalized by being stuffed in early life with such

"1+2
offal learning. Classical languages were also anti-

thetical to factual, empirical knowledge because they made

"the first knowledge Of boys to consist in fables," and thus

led them "to reject truth, or to esteem it no more than the

gross errors and fictions Of the ancient poets.""3 Rush

clearly saw, long before John Dewey, that education was the

"lIBid., p. 119.

"2Adams, Feb. 9, 1911, Letters, II, 1090-1091. "In

no one of the acts Of man do we Behold more weakness and

error, than in our present modes Of education. We teach

our sons words, at the expense of things. We teach them

what was done two thousand years ago, and conceal from them

what is doing every day" ("Progress," 1801, Selected

Writings, p. 236).

u3Adams, Feb. 20, 1790, Letters, I, 535. Rush re-

peatedly took this stand againsI Greek and Latin and wrote

"An Enquiry into the Utility of Latin and Greek Languages

. . ." American Museum, V (June 1789), 525-535, reprinted

with the IitIe aItered in Essa s, Literar , Moral g

Philoso hical (Philadelphia, Ig98), pp. 1-56. See

"I792-I5I3," Autobiogrgphy, pp. 395-397, c. 1809, for

Rush's notes on the subject. See also James Muir, Aug.

2“, 1791, Letters, I, BUR-607.
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chief instrument for reform, for creating in the new

nation a social environment compatible with republicanism

as well as with the orderly universe. Education must

"convert men into republican machines," he contended, ". . .

if we expect them to perform their parts properly, in the

great machine Of the government of the state"; it must fit

"the wills Of the people" to each other in order "to

produce regularity and unison in government."""

Rush utilized Lockean environmentalism in political

and economic theory too. Traditional political institutions

exerted great influence upon the people. "It will require

half a century," Rush lamented, "to cure us of all our

monarchical habits and prejudices.""5 And "cure" was the

mot juste, for monarchy was "a leprosy Of the mind," which

required ages to wear away."6 He knew that men "depraved

by false_government" continued to prefer monarchy."7

Rush especially criticized monarchy and aristocracy because

l'I“"Mode of Education," 1798, Selected Writings, p. 92.

Teachers and mothers "plant the seeds of nearly all the good

and evil which exist in the world. The reformation must

therefore be begun in nurseries and in schools. If the

habits we acquire there, were to have no influence upon our

future happiness, yet the influence they have upon our

ygovernments, is a sufficient reason why we ought to intro-

duce new modes . . . of education in our country" ("Amuse-

ments," 1790, Selected Writings, p. 119).

 

L'SHoratiO Gates, Sept. 5, 1781, Letters, 1, 265.

”Encommonplace Book, 1789—1791," Autobiography, p.

193, June 10, 1791.

“7Jefferson, 0ct. 5, 1900, Letters, II, 925.
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"they corrupt all the powers of the mind"--the understanding

with false ideas of divine right and passive Obedience; the

affections with misplaced love Of kings and nobles; manners

with despotism in the home and school; and morals with

servility, idleness, vice of every description."8 Never-

theless, the beneficial environment of republicanism, Rush

was convinced, would "in time beget republican Opinions

and manners."”9 But its greatest effect--from the vieWpOint

Of a physiology Of thought-~was to promote the mental, and

indirectly the bodily, health Of the species. As he wrote

in his journal, QElections shake the public mind, improve

the understanding, from influence Of Passions on the

understanding, promote longevity."50

It is not surprising that Rush advanced agriculture

as the proper environment for mankind. Again it was

primarily a matter Of health. If Southern slaveholders,

he Observed, "cultivated their lands with their own

hands, . . . they would enjoy more health and happiness in

a competency acquired without violating the laws of nature

and religion."51 He emphasized that agriculture "employs

the body in a manner the most conducive to its health.--It

”8n1789_1791’" AutobiograPhX, pp. 197-198, June 109

1791.

 

“9Gates, Sept. 5, 1791, Letters, I, 255.

50"1799.1791," p. 199, June 10, 1791.

51"On the Different Species of Mania," 1787, Selected

Writings, p. 212.
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preserves and increases the species most."52 Where agri-

culture was "the true basis Of national health, riches and

populousness," a manufacturing, urban environment stood

for disease and poverty. He warned against admitting

unhealthy manufactures into America, noting that they

53
frequently brought diseases with them. The refinements

Of polished life, according to Rush, increased the number

5" During his travels in France inand severity Of vices.

1769, he noted the poverty that attended the neglect of

agriculture.55 An agrarian environment, then, produced

the best conditions for the physical and mental health of

the individual.

Rush was deeply concerned about the relationship be-

tween environment--both physical and socia1--and morality.

In examining the influence Of educational, political, and

economic institutions on the mind, Rush noted how they

affected conduct as well. "Man is a compound Of good and

evil," he wrote. "These dispositions appear in different

proportions, according to the circumstances in which he

is placed. They are much influenced by different states

of society, and by different pursuits and occupations in

52"Sermon on Exercise," 1772, Selected Writings, p.

358.

 

53"Medicine Among Indians," 177”, Selected Writings,

pp. 289-290.

 

5"Ibid., p. 272.

55"On Manners," 1769, Selected Writings, pp. 391-392.
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life."56

Although, as Boorstin says, Rush's theory that the

physical environment influenced morality, to a large extent,

added up to a physiology Of morals, rather than a system

of ethics,57 nevertheless his strong religious bent led

him finally to prefer religious, to environmental, causes

for moral conduct. The paradox of Rush's thinking on

morality--the fact he based it on scientific grounds as

well as on religious grounds--illustrates the fundamental

conflict between science and religion in his thought.

On the one hand, it was true that Rush, in an Enguiry

ig;p_§§§_lnfluence p£_thSical Causes ppgp.ppg‘flgggl

Faculty (1786), maintained that environmental causes

58 In this essay,decisively influenced ethical behavior.

he demonstrated the relation between moral health and social

well-being. AS a natural history of morals, it was a

56"The Vices and Virtues Of Physicians," 1801, Selected

Writings, p. 293. Rush went on to elaborate on the vices and

Virtues peculiar to the medical profession (Ibid., pp. 293-307).

 

57Boorstin, pp. 195-196. "The Jeffersonians were more

interested in the processes Of moral behavior than in the

content Of a moral law. They labored not toward perfecting

the commandments but toward explaining the connection be-

tween a healthy moral sense and the well-being Of the

Species. They produced not a decalogue but a vade mecum--

a guide tO moral health. . . . Without metaphysical specu-

lation on whether or why men Should be sensitive, pious,

honest and sober, the Jeffersonian had thus immersed himself

directly in the practical tasks of making men aware Of the

sufferings of their neighbors, and punishing them effectively

for drunkenness and theft. Untroubled himself by the ulti-

mate questions Of ethics, he preferred to advance the

physiology Of morals" (Ibid.).

58Selected Writin S, pp. 181-211. See also Rush's

Diseases pf the Mind (Philadelphia, 1812), especially

Ehapters x, EVIi, xviii, and xix; Adams, Nov. 25, 1806,

Letters, II, 939-935, 936 n. 1.
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clinical examination Of the influence of physical causes

on moral conduct; it was not a metaphysical inquiry into

the origin or nature of good and evil. It viewed morality

as a process culminating in actions that affected society--

as Rush put it,

AS I consider virtue and vice to consist in

action, and not in Opinion, and as this action

has its seat in the will, and not in the con-

science, I Shall confine my inquiries chiefly

to the influence of physical causes upon that

moral power Of the mind [the moral faculty],

which is connected with volition, although

many of these causes act likewise upon the

conscience. . . . The state of the moral

faculty is visible in actions, which affect

the well-being Of society. The state of the

conscience is invisible, 33d therefore removed

beyond our investigation.

It is not surprising, then, that this physiological

approach to morality led Rush to view action itself as

beneficial to the "health" of the moral sense. "Idleness,"

he stressed, "is the parent of every vice," and to illustrate

his point, he noted that the Old Testament emphasized it as

a leading cause Of vice in the Cities Of the Plain. Labor,

therefore, "favors and facilitates the practice Of virtue."

Farming was a happy occupation "because its laborious

employments are favourable to virtue, and unfriendly to

vice"; workhouses were the "most benevolent Of all punish-

ments" because labor was the "most suitable means of

reformation."60 Rush explained this relationship between

59"Mora1 Faculty," 1795, Selected Writings, p. 192.

60Ibid., pp. 195-195.
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activity and moral health in his Diseases pf the Mind:
  

Is debility the predisposing cause of

disease in the body? so it is of vice in the

mind. This debility in the mind consists in

indolence, or a want of occupation. Bunyan

has justly said, in support Of this remark,

that "an idle man's brain is the devil's

work shop." The young woman, whose moral

derangement I mentioned a little while ago,

was always inoffensive when She was busy.

The employment contrived for her by her

parents was, to mix two or three papers Of

pins of different sizes together, and after-

wards, to oblige her to separate, and sort

them. The near relation of debility and vice

has been expressed by the schoolmen in the

following words "non posse, est malum posse."

To do nothing, is generally to do ev11.61

Thus Rush justified, in physiological terms, the traditional

Puritan scruple at waste and idleness.

This physiological approach was also evident, in his

analysis of the moral faculty, when he added two new

diseases to nOSOlogy--nicronomia, "the partial or weakened

action of the moral faculty," and anomia, "the total absence

of this faculty."62 Rush treated vice here as a diseased

state of the moral faculty; it was no longer a question

of Sin. What was needed was medical treatment, not moral

lectures. In contrast, Rush used the term "sensibility"

to designate the healthy condition of the moral sense.

Anything that dulled moral sensibility injured morals. For

example, the eXposure of the Romans to scenes of violence

between gladiators and wild animals blunted their moral

61Diseases of the Mind (1812), pp. 360-361; Boorstin,

p. lt+9,'TTB‘—n.392‘ """ "_"'

62"Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, p. 192.
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sensitivity--a fact which accounted for their notorious

immorality. Cruelty to animals, public punishments, and

public accounts of crimes, by lessening through repetition

the horror they usually excited, likewise gradually dulled

moral sensibility. "TO keep sensibility alive" by the

"mechanical method" of "a familiarity with scenes of dis-

tress from poverty and disease" promoted morality, for

"compassion never awakens in the human bosom, without being

accompanied by a train of Sister virtues."63

Rush's attitude toward moral education--that it was

a mechanical training or exercising of the moral faculty--

also demonstrates his practical, secular approach. In the

essay on the moral faculty, he called for the creation of

a "moral science" to eliminate "baneful vices." If the

condition of those parts of the human body connected with

the human soul influenced morals, then what was needed was

experimentation and a recognition that "a physical regimen

should as necessarily accompany a moral precept, as

directions with respect to the air--exercise--and diet,

generally accompany prescription for the consumption and

the gout." NO longer was morality the exclusive business

of parents, teachers, and divines; it was equally the

63Ibid., pp. 205-205; Boorstin, pp. 199-195. ". . .

corporaI_Ehnishments, inflicted at school, have a tendency

to destroy the sense of shame, and thereby to destroy all

moral sensibility" ("Amusements," 1790, Selected Writings,

p. 111). See also Ibid., p. 110; Ashbel"Green, Dec. 31,

1812, Letters, II, II79.
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responsibility of legislators, natural philOSOphers, and

physicians.6l+

At this point in his career, then, Rush expressed a

hope (one that finally faded) that man could approach

moral perfection through a "moral science":

Should the same industry and ingenuity, which

have produced . . . triumphs of medicine over

diseases and death, be applied to the moral

science, it is highly probable, that most of

those baneful vices, which deform the human

breast, and convulse the nations of the

earth, might be banished from the world. I

am not so sanguine as to suppose, that it

is possible for man to acquire so much

perfection from science, religion, liberty

and good government, as to cease to be

mortal; but I am fully persuaded, that from

the combined action of causes, which operate

at once upon the reason, the moral faculty,

the passions, the senses, the brain, the

nerves, the blood and the heart, it is

possible to produce such a change in his

moral character, as Shall raise him to a

resemblance of angelE--nay more, to the like-

ness Of GOD himself. 5

The height Of Rush's effort to create a "Science of

morals" came in his utopian proposal in 1788 to establish

a federal council on morals, patterned after the new Federal

Constitution. Contained in a public letter, addressed "To

the Ministers Of the Gospel of All Denominations," Rush's

plan would advance the Kingdom of God by "natural means."66

By means of such an institution Christian

charity will be promoted, and the discipline

5"£pig,, pp. 202, 2081209,

55;pgg., p. 209.

66"To the Ministers," June 21, 1799, Letters, I, 951-

957.



211

of each church will be strengthened--for I

would propose that a dismission for immorality

from any one church Should exclude a man from

every church in the ecclesiastical union. But

the advantages Of this Christian convention

will not end here. It will possess an influ-

ence over the laws of the United States. This

influence will differ from that of most Of the

ecclesiastical associations that have existed

in the world. It will be the influence of

reason over the passions of men. Its objects

will be morals, not principles, and the design

of it will be, not to make men zealous members

of any one church, but to make them good

neighbors, good husbands, good fathers, good

masters, good servants, and of course good

rulers and good citizens. The plan is cer-

tainly a practical one. America has taught

the nations of Europe by her example to be free,

and it is to be hoped she will soon teach them

to govern themselves. Let her advance one step

further--and teach mankind that it is possible

for Christians of different denominations to

love each other and to unite in the advancement

of their common interests. By the gradual oper-

ation of such natural means, the kingdoms of

this world are probably to become the kingdoms

Of the Prince of Righteousness and Peace.

But on the other hand, it was also true that Rush was

"not one of those modern philOSOpherS, who derive the vices

of mankind from the influence of civilization." Though

"their number and malignity" increased with the refinements

of civilization, they were not solely the result of environ-

ment--they were the result of man's innate human depravity,

the consequence of original Sin.68 It was absurd, he told

67Ibid., I, 966-967. His optimism over the prospect

of legisIating morality quickly faded, however. Three years

later he pointed out "the insufficiency Of the law, to pro-

duce moral virtue" while stressing the necessity of Christ's

(gospel as "the best rule Of life, and the surest guide to

happiness" ("The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 129).
 

68"Medicine Among Indians," 1779, Selected Writings,

p. 272.
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Adams in 1801, to derive human depravity

of mankind. "Christianity is alone equal to this business.

from any other source than that recorded in the

Bible. It has been ascribed not only to common-

ers, but to kings, to different forms of

government, to the clergy, and by Ruisseau

[gig] and some members of the legislature of

Pennsylvania to science and to colleges. Legis-

lation founded upon any one of these Opinions

must necessarily be erroneous and productive of

misery. In the Bible alone man is described as

he is. He can be governed of course only by

ddcdhmodating law to his nature as developed in

that sacred book.69

Reformers employed science in vain to cure the vices

"70

In arguing for the Bible as a school book, Rush maintained

that

If moral precepts alone could have reformed

mankind, the mission Of the Son of God into

our world, would have been unnecessary. He

came to promulgate a system of doctrines, as

well as a system of morals. The perfect

morality of the gOSpel rests upon a doctrine,

which though often controverted, has never

been refuted, I mean the vicarious life and

death Of the Son of God. This sublime and

ineffable doctrine delivers us from the absurd

hypotheses of modern philosophers, concerning

the foundation of moral Obligation, and fixes

it upon the eternal and self moving principle

of LOVE. It concentrates a whole system of

ethics in a single text of scripture. "A new

commandment I 've unto ou, that yg lovE'dhE

another, eveh as I have oved ou. By wihh:

hOIding the hndhlddge of Ihls octrine from

children, we deprive ourselves Of the best meani

of awakening moral sensibility in their minds.

 

69Adams, Jan. 13, 1909, Letters, II, 993.

70Adams, Apr. 13, 1790, Letters, I, 595.

71"The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 125. Man's
 

"caprice and folly" disunited reIigiOn and morals, "so

happily paired by the Creator of the world" ("Observations.

and Reasoning," 1791, Selected Writin s, p. 297).
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Thisttendency, in his last years, to reject scientific

morality in favor of Biblical characterized a deepening

religiosity that led him to "lay the foundation of national

happiness pply in religion, not by leaving it doubtful

'whether morals can exist without it,' but by asserting

that without religion morals are the effects of causes as

purely physical as pleasant breezes and fruitful seasons."72

In addition to Rush's complex analysis of the relation

between Lockean environmentalism and morals, he also noted

the effect of certain empirical mental processes on ethical

conduct. In his essay on the moral faculty, he observed

that imitation, habit, and association Often regulated the

decisions of the moral sense.73 If Shape, texture, and

condition of the body influenced morals, then efforts to

imitate "the features and external manners" Of moral

examples, he reasoned, aided proper moral behavior. What

convinced Rush of the probable success of this experiment

was the "fact" that men who resembled each other generally

possessed the same manners and dispositions, that servants

of kind masters Often resembled them not only in appearance

but in manners, and that husbands and wives Of long standing

72Adams, Aug. 20, 1811, Letters, II, 1095. Rush wrote

Ashbel Green in 1807, "Nor ShouId moral philosophy be

taught in these Schools [Presbyterian seminaries]. It is

in its present form . . . 'infidelity systematized'" (Green,

May 22, 1807, Letters, II, 996-997). Section VI on Rush's

philosophical shepticism traces in detail his gradual loss

of faith in human perfection.

73"Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, pp. 203-
 

205.
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frequently resembled each other in character as well as

in appearance.

Moreover, "the mechanical effects of habit upon

virtue," Rush was persuaded, caused virtues assumed by

necessity or accident to become real. To illustrate this

idea, he quoted Hamlet's advice to his mother:

"Assume a virtue, if you have it not.

That monster, Custom, who all sense doth eat

Of habits evil, is angel yet in this,

That to the use of actions fair and good

He likewise gives a frock or livery,

That aptly is put on. Refrain to-night,

And that Shall lend a kind Of easineSS

To the next abstinence; the next more easy:

For use can almost change the stamp of nature,

And master even the devil, or throw him out,

With wondrous potency."

The aged, he believed, preserved their morality, not by

supernatural power, by wholly by habitually exercising

their moral faculties.7|+

The influence Of mental association on morals was SO

great, Rush believed, that a master could reform theft and

drunkenness in a servant by secretly dissolving tartar

emetic in a draught of liquor. "The recollection of the

pain and sickness excited by the emetic, naturally asso-

ciates itself with the spirits, so as to render them both

equally the Objects of aversion." Moses, he suggested,

used this principle of association when he ground the

Igolden calf into a powder, dissolved it in water (by means

of hepar sulphuris), and forced the idolators to drink it.

7‘“"On Old Age," 1789, Selected Writings, pp. 350-351-



215

Since thereafter they associated idolatry with this very

bitter and nauseating mixture, they rejected it "with equal

abhorrence." With these examples in mind, Rush reasoned

that "the advantage of association would be more certain,"

if punishment quickly followed a crime and if it was

administered at the scene of the misdeed. The reformation

of criminals by change of place and company, he added,

probably resulted from eliminating harmful associations.7S

Certainly what we have discussed thus far concerning

Rush's empiricism supports his belief that "facts," the

data of the senses, formed the basis of all true knowledge,

except perhaps Biblical. What we Shall consider now is

whether or not empirical facts were, to Rush, superior to

Lockean reasoning or reflection--that process of the mind,

"75
which "consists in drawing inferences from facts. There

75Rush advised his medical students "to attend to that

principle in the human mind,which constitutes the associa-

tion of ideas, in your intercourse with your patients. . . .

this principle is of . . . immediate application in those

chronic diseases which affect the mind. Nothing can be

accomplished here, till we produce a new association of

ideas" ("Duties of a Physician," 1789, Selected Writingp,

pp. 313-319).

76"Observations and Reasoning," 1791, Selected Writ-

in S, p. 296; Rush also defined reason as "the power of

ju ging truth, as well as the power of comprehending it"

("Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, p. 211).

Reasoning on any subject was dangerous, he felt, if one

were not qualified for it by education ("Observations and

Reasoning," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 296). If man was

disposed to false reasoning, this yet showed "the depth"

of the principle in the human mind. In Short, man was

"necessarily" a reasoning creature ("1792-1813," p. 335,

Aug. 9, 1809). Rush himself was well known for his

analogical reasoning. Samuel COOper wrote that Rush "infers
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is no doubt he granted primacy to facts over Opinions

that disregarded what man experienced through his physical

senses. Rush complained that the printing press led men

to depend more on "opinions" than on "facts," more on other

peOple'S senses than on their own. Only a few farmers,

seamen, and mechanics who cultivated the ability to observe

closely retained the true scientific method.72 Likewise,

because philosophically inclined doctors, generalizing

wildly on insufficient data, created inaccurate and over-

simplified medical "systems," Rush felt compelled to

reform nosology.78

Rush frequently underscored the Significance of factual

knowledge--that is, knowledge attained solely through the

physical senses. The Author of Nature, he declared,

emphasized the importance Of facts when He made natural

history "the first study of the father of mankind, in the

garden Of Eden. It furnishes the raw materials of knowledge

 

all this [the unitary theory of disease] from many circum-

stances 8 elucidates the Whole by analogical Reasoning

for which you know he is remarkably famous" (Samuel Cooper

tO William Bache, Jan. 9, l795--quote in Letters, I, 589

n. 1). An examination of virtually any of Rush's essays,

letters, or journals verifies Cooper's Observation as

well as his tendency to reason syllogistically (See, for

example, "On Punishing Murder by Death," 1792, Selected

Writin S, pp. 35, 37, 97-98, and Mary Stockton,ISepf. 7,

I788, hatters, I, 983-986).

77Sixteen Introductory Lectures (1811), p. 168;

Boorstin, p. I29.

78"Progress," 1801, Selected Writings. PP- 233‘2355

Boorstin, p. 133.
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"79 Rush himself kept a small notebookupon all subjects.

in which he recorded the "home-made" remedies of nurses,

laymen, and even quacks. Though he called this his "Quack

Recipe Book," he regarded these recipes as a means to "facts

in the history and cure of diseases which have escaped the

most sagacious Observers of nature."80 "Hippocrates," he

Observed, ". . . OOpied only from the book of nature; and

it is to the stability, which the truth and correctness of

his facts have given to his works, that they have descended

to us in safety along the deep and rapid stream of time in

Spite of the constant tendency of his false reasonings to

overset them."81 These Observations suggest that Rush

esteemed facts more than reasoning.

Yet Rush was not unqualified in his praise of empir-

ical facts. "To no purpose," he told his students in a

lecture on medical progress, "would an antidiluvian age

be employed in collecting facts upon all the different

branches of medicine, unless they can be connected and

applied by principles of some kind. Observation without

principles is nothing but empiricism." Admitting that

79"The Influence Of Physical Causes in Promoting an

Increase of Strength and Activity of the Intellectual

Faculties of Man," Sixteen Introductory Lectures, p. 103;

Boorstin, pp. 129, 272 n. 17.

80Sixteen Introductor Lectures, p. 168; Boorstin,

p. 129; "Eutles," I788, SeIected Writings, pp. 319-320.

The facts Obtained from such sources, RfiSh suggested, might

lead to new discoveries in symptoms of diseases, animal

economy, nosology, or medical theory (Ibid., p. 320). See

also Jefferson, May 5, 1803, Letters, II, 863.

81"Opinions and Modes of Practice of Hippocrates,"

Sixteen Introductory Lectures, p. 290; Boorstin, pp. 129-130.



218

theories were Often uncertain and contradictory, he main-

tained nevertheless that there was "much greater" incon-

sistency and uncertainty in controversies over "what are

said to be facts, and that too upon subjects in which the

senses alone are employed to judge between truth and error."

Between physicians who utilized principles in medicine and

those who relied "exclusively upon experience," Rush con-

cluded, the same difference existed as "between Sir Isaac

Newton, after he completed his discoveries in light and

colours, and the artist who manufactured the glasses, by

which that illustrious philOSOpher exemplified his prin-

ciples in Optics."82

Actually Rush criticized both empirics and dogmatists:

"The former pretend to be guided by experience, and the

latter by reasoning alone. . . ." In his "Observations

and Reasoning in Medicine," he objected to both "when

separately employed" because an exclusive reliance on

either led to error. For example, in medicine empiricism

presupposed a complete knowledge of all human diseases--

an obvious impossibility Rush felt, especially Since the

memory was the least reliable faculty of the mind. Like-

wise, the theorist, from "the nature of the human mind"

disposed to reason upon all subjects whether or not

qualified by education or experience, failed to consider

82"Frogress," 1901, Selected Writings, pp. 2u3-2uu.

Rush lamented to Adams thdI-"Ihdhe are empirics in all pro-

fessions as well as medicine. The world will not bear

principles in practical sciences" (Adams, July 18, 1812,

Letters, II, 1155).
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the limitations of the human understanding as well as the

harmful influence of the imagination and the passions upon

reason in its quest for truth. Thus he concluded that if

the mischief done by the empirics and the dogmatists were

compared, "neither sect would have any cause of exultation,

or triumph."83

If anything, Rush gave Slight precedence to theory

over practice in science--as he put it:

The numerous benefits and pleasures we enjoy

from the glasses which have been made use of

to extend our vision to distant and minute

Objects, are the results of a knowledge of

the principles of Optics. The many useful

inventions which are employed to Shorten

and facilitate labor, are the products of

a knowledge of the principles of mechanics

and hydraulics. The exploits of mariners in

subduing the ocean, and all the benefits that

have occurred to the world from the connection

of the extremities of our globe by means of

commerce, are the fruits of a knowledge in

the principles of navigation. Equally great

have been the advantages of theory in the

Science of medicine. It belongs to theory

to accumulate facts; and hence we find the

greatest stock of them is always possessed

by speculative physicians. While Simple

observation may be compared to a power which

creates an alphabet, theory resembles a power

which arranges all its component parts in such

a manner, as to produce words and ideas. But

theory does more. It supplies in a great de-

gree the place of experience, and thereby

places youth and old age nearly upon a footing

in the profession of medicine; for, with just

principles, it is no more necessary for a

young physician to see all the diseases of

the human body before he prescribes for them,

than it is for a mariner, who knows the prin-

ciples of navigation, to visit all the ports

83"Observations and Reasoning," 1791, Selected Writ-

ings, pp. 295-297.
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in the world, in order to conduct his vessel

in safety to them.8”

Observation, Rush concluded, was limited, but "thinking

leads to principles." Facts were "fac totum" men, employed

in the service Of reasoning. "Like stones in a field,"

they were "useless 'till collected and arranged in a

building."85

What Rush wanted ideally, of course, was the union of

experience and reasoning, of facts and principles. Obser-

vation and theory "are necessarily united, and it is only

by preserving and cultivating their union" that science

conveyed enduring benefits to mankind.86 This union,

according to Rush, was one of the natural processes of the

mind. Using medicine to illustrate his point, he asserted:

AS well might we attempt to control the

motions of the heart by the action of the

will, as to suSpend, for a moment, that

operation of the mind, which consists in

drawing inferences from facts. To observe,

is to think, and to think, is to reason in

medicine. Hence we find theories in the

writings of the most celebrated practical

physicians, even of those who preface their

works by declaiming against idle and

81'Ibid., p. 298. "The human mind runs as naturally

into principles as it does after facts" ("Mode Of Education,"

1798, Selected Writings, p. 89).
 

85"1792-1913," pp. 397-399. "God reveals some truths

to our senses and to our first perceptions, but many errors

are conveyed into the mind through both, which are to be

corrected only by reason" (Ibid., p. 336, Dec. 21, 1809).

86"Observations and Reasoning," Selected Writings,
pp. 297-298.
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visionary Speculations in our science; but, I

will add, further, that I believe no empiric

ever gave a medicine without cherishing a

theoretical indication of cure in his mind.87

Though "facts may appear to lie in a confused and solitary

state," he added, "they will sooner or later unite in that

order and relation to each other which was established at

the creation of the world."88

It was important, then, to realize that facts and

reasoning were parts of the same process. First, suggested

Rush, there were facts, which "by the fermentation they

excite in the mind . . . prepare it for embracing with

facility the principles of general science."89 Then there

was reasoning, a "fermenting process" that changed the

juice of the grape-~"Observation, reading, and experimentS"--

87Ibid., p. 296. "In answer to what has been delivered

in favor of the union of experience and reasoning in medi-

cine, it has been said, that the most celebrated physicians,

in all ages, have been empirics; among whom they class

Hippocrates and Sydenham. This charge against the illus-

trious fathers of ancient and modern medicine is not just,

for they both reasoned upon the causes, symptoms, and

cure of diseases; and their works contain more theory, than

is to be met with in many of the most pOpular systems of

medicine. Their theories, it is true, are in many instances

erroneous; but they were restrained from perverting their

judgments, and impairing the success of their practice,

by their great experience, and Singular talents for exten-

sive and accurate observation. This defence of Hippocrates

and Sydenham does not apply to common empirics. They cure

only by change; for, by false reasoning, they detract from

the advantages of their solitary experience" (Ibid., pp.

299-250).

88Ibid., p. 252.

8g"Intellectual Faculties," Sixteen Introductory

Lectures, p. 103; Boorstin, p. 272 n. I7.
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into wine. "It belongs exclusively to this sublime Opera-

tion Of the mind to strain the knowledge, derived from

other sources, from its feculent parts, and to convert

it into pure and durable science."90

Unfortunately, man divided what the Author of Nature

intended to be indivisible. "The caprice and folly of man,"

Rush charged, "disunited" reason and the senses, "so

happily paired by the Creator of the world." The attempt

"to separate experience and reasoning in medicine" was an

example of the "evils which have arisen from this breach

in the symmetry of the divine government." Rush hoped that

the philosopher could heal the mind's hostility "to order

and utility" and restore "this union of prerelated truths."91

In this section we analyzed the empirical and environ-

mental aspects of Rush's philOSOphy--his belief that all

knowledge was the result of sensory impressions upon the mind.

90"Practice of Hippocrates," Sixteen Introductory

Lectures, pp. 291-292. Curiously, Boorstin, p. 130, uses

Rush's grape-wine figure as evidence that Rush discredited

reasoning in favor of facts. AS Rush's designation of

reasoning as a "sublime Operation of the mind" and his essays

on "The Progress of Medicine" and "Observations and Reason-

ing in Medicine" Show, he was not an empiric, but rather

urged a combination of empiricism and reasoning, facts and

principles. In contrast, Jefferson was an empiric who

attacked the folly of medical theorizing. See his letter

to Dr. Caspar Wistar, June 21, 1807, The Writings 2:

Thomas Jefferson, ed. Andrew A. LipscOmB and Albert Ellery

Bergh (Washington, 1903-1909), XI, 292-298. When Rush wrote

prescriptions for Jefferson, e.g., March 12, 1803, Letters,

II, 856-859; May 5, 1803, Letters, II, 863-869; Aug. 28,

1811, Letters, II, 1098-1088, he respected Jefferson's

skepticaI Views concerning theory and recommended empirical

remedies.

 

91flobgepvations and Reasoning," 1791, Selected Writings,

pp. 297, 252.
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We emphasized the implications of empiricism for his

educational concepts, the implications Of environmentalism

for his political, economic, and ethical beliefs, while

noting that his theological concept of depravity and his

belief in the necessity of uniting facts and principles

modified his empirical views to some extent. In particular,

we stressed the clash between science and religion in his

Speculations on morality, between his physiology of morals

and his orthodox views on moral conduct. We Shall consider

his dissatisfaction with certain aspects of the Lockean

concept Of reason in the concluding sections of this

chapter.



III. Rush's Doctrine of Materialism

A philosophical materialism based on certain biolog-

ical theorieS--i. e., the concept that all life (whether

physical or "spiritual") was the result of material stimuli

acting upon the body and mind--was the most important

implication of Rush's empiricism. In develOping his

materialistic views, then, he turned once again to science,

in this case, to natural history and physiology, for the

basis of his thinking. In this section we Shall examine

Rush's doctrine of materialism and consider its impact

on his concepts Of necessity, thought, morality, and

theology.

He formally expounded his philOSOphy of materialism

in Iprgg Lectures pppp Animal Eiifi (1799), although he

frequently added to it in his commonplace books, lectures,

92 In these lectures, materialism formedessays, and letters.

the basis of his thoughts on physical and mental life, for,

according to Rush, matter produced external and internal

impressions, or stimuli, in the body, which excited sensa-

tion, motion, and thought--and he included all three in

the life of the human body. Though "perfect life," he

eXplained, consisted of all three, perhaps only motion

was necessary for life because both sensation and thought

92Three Lectures u on Animal Life, Delivered in the

University Of—Pennsylvania (PhlIadeIphia, I799)--Thd'——_

Selected wriiings of Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert UT_RuneS

(New York, I897), 55. I88-I80.
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depended on motion for their existence.93

To explain how impressions stimulated these life-

producing activities in the human body, Rush called the

power by which impressions activated sensation "sensi-

bility," and the prOperty by which impressions excited

"9" Each part of the body (except hairmotion "excitability.

and nails) contained these capacities of sensibility and

excitability, and when impressions excited them in one part

Of the body, they likewise affected them in the rest of

the body. Thus the human body, he asserted, was "an unit,

or a Simple and indivisible quality, or substance" whose

"capacity for receiving motion, and sensation" was "modi-

fied" by the senses which, in turn, were stimulated by

impressions.95

What Rush concluded was that "Life is the EFFECT Of

93Ibid., p. 135. Later in these lectures, however,

Rush suggddted that sensation was necessary to life (Ibid.,

p. 167). In eXplaining the laws of animal matter, Ru§h__

preferred the term motion to Hartley's terms oscillation

and vibration because it was Simpler and "better adapted

to common comprehension" (Ibid., p. 135).

 

 

guMotion included both imperceptible and Obvious kinds.

Whether this excitability was a property of animal matter

or a distinct "substance" of itself was of "no consequence"

to his theory of "animal life," though he favored the

latter view (Ibid., p. 136).

95Ibid., pp. 135-136. Rush divided these impressions,

or stimuIi, into external and internal. "The external

are light, sound, Odors, air, heat, exercise, and the

pleasures of the senses. The internal stimuli are food,

drinks, chyle, the blood, a certain tension Of the glands,

which contain secreted liquors, and the exercises of the

faculties of the mind" (Ibid, p. 137).
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certain stimuli acting upon the Sensibility, and excita-

bility which are extended in different degrees, over every

external, and internal part of the body." AS he explained,

. . . the action of the brain, the diastole,

and systole of the heart, the pulsation of the

arteries, the contraction of the muscles, the

peristaltic motion of the bowels, the absorb-

ing power Of the lymphatics, secretion,

excretion, hearing, seeing, smelling, taste,

and the sense of touch, nay more, thought

itself, are all the effects of stimuli acting

upon the organs of sense and motion.

Rush confessed he did not know what "the precise nature of

that form of matter . . . capable of producing life, from

impressions made upon it" was, or whether its power was

derived from mental stimuli or was inherent in animal

fibres. Nor did he think it necessary to know; it was

enough for his purpose of explaining the cause of life "to

know the fact." This naive faith in fact, this refusal to

analyze its meanings, which characterized the materialistic

assumptions of modern Science--as A. N. Whitehead pointed

out in Science and the Modern World--is revealed in Rush's
 

assertion that whatever the explanation for life, "The

influences are the same in favour of life being the effect

of stimuli, and of its being as truly mechanical, as the

movements of a clock from the pressures of its weights, or

the passage of a ship in the water, from the impulse of

winds, and the tide."97

95Ibid., pp. 135-137.

97Ibid., pp. l79-175; A. N. Whitehead, Science and

the Modern World (New York, 1925), p. 17.
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Rush underscored the materialistic implications of

this theory of bodily and mental life when he stressed

that "These stimuli are as necessary to its existence,

as air is to flame."98 Animal life, he declared, was

as much an effect of impressions upon a

peculiar Species of matter, as sound is of

the stroke of a hammer upon a bell, or

music, Of the motion of the bow upon the

strings of a violin. I exclude therefore

the intelligent principle of Whytt, the

medical mind of Stahl, the healing powers

of Cullen, and the vital principle Of John

Hunter, aS much from the body, as I do an

intelligent principle from air, fire, and

water.9

AS Whitehead contended, scientific materialism assumes

the ultimate fact of an irreducible material--"senseless,

valueless, purposeleSS"--doing "what it does do, following

a fixed routine imposed by external relations which do not

Spring from the nature of its being."100

98Ibid., p. 136. To support his position he noted

that Dr. John Brown and Dr. William Cullen, formulators

of the best-known medical theories of the time, had made

Similar Observations. Brown had maintained that life

was "a forced state," and Cullen (though he later rejected

it) that "the human body is not an automaton, or self-

moving machine; but is kept alive, and in motion by the

constant action of stimuli upon it" (Ibid., pp. 136-137).

99Ibid., p. 179.

100Whitehead, Science and the Modern World, p. 18.

In a paper delivered Io IhE—PhiIddeIphia Medical Society,

entitled Elements of Life, or the Laws of Vital Matter,

Rush's son, Johh, ddrried hid Idiher's Theory IO ifs

extreme, maintaining the materiality of the mind, of life

in general, of nature, and of the "first cause" (George W.

Corner; ed. "Appendix 3," Autobiography, Princeton, 1998,

p. 370 .
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Aware of the implications of his doctrine of mater-

ialism, Rush readily applied it to his views on metaphysics,

theology, and morality. In philosophy, materialism led

Rush to reject the theory of innate ideas, to view both the

mind and the body as moved by the same causes and therefore

subject to the same laws, and to consider thought itself

as having material existence.

The materialistic doctrine of life, Rush maintained,

"enables us to reject the doctrine of innate ideas, and to

ascribe all our knowledge of sensible Objects to impressions

acting upon an innate capacity to receive ideas." Thus,

if a child could reach maturity without using any Of his

senses, he not only would lack "a Single idea Of a material

Object," but Since all knowledge "is compounded Of simple

ideas, this person would be as destitute Of knowledge of

every kind, as the grossest portion of vegetable, or fossil

matter."101 "AS well might we attempt to excite thought

in a piece of marble by striking it with our hand," said

Rush, "as expect tO produce a single Operation of the mind

in a person deprived of the external senses. . ."102

Moreover, as Rush hoped to demonstrate in Diseases

pf the Mind (1812), he believed the mind and the body were

101"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, pp. 177-178.

102Diseases pf the Mind (Philadelphia, 1812), p. 10;

I. Woodbridge Riley, "Benjamin Rush as Materialist and

Realist," Bulletin of Johns HOpkinS Hospital, XVIII (1907),

97. “""‘"“"""— ‘ '
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"moved by the same causes and subject to the same

s."103
law To illustrate his point, he noted that the

causes, symptoms, and remedies of bodily and moral diseases

were the same. "IS debility the predisposing cause of

disease in the body? so it is of vice in the mind."lou

Thus philosophical materialism suggested a connection be-

tween physical and mental well-being--a relationship that

Rush explored Scientifically in his study of mental

105
disease. If "all the operations in the mind are the

103Adams, Nov. 9, 1912, Letters, II, 1159. See also

"Medicine Among the Indians of North America," 1779,

Selected Writings, p. 277. In Diseases of £23 Mind, Rush

emphaSIZed the sameness of the laws whidh govern the body

and the moral faculties of man" (Diseases of the Mind, 1812,

p. 360; Daniel J. Boorstin, The Lost WorId_df_Thomas

Jefferson, New York, 1998, p7‘275 n. 89). Rdsh hinted of

the proper attitude for "an inquirer after philOSOphical

truth" when he suggested that such a person "Should con-

Sider the passions of men in the same light that he does

the laws of matter or motion" ("Influence of the American

Revolution," 1789, Selected Writingp, p. 333).

 

lot'Diseases of the Mind, p. 360; Boorstin, The Lost

World 2: Thomas deferson, p. 275 n. 39.

 

 

1051f physical causes activated the mind, so to a

certain extent the mind influenced the physical body. "The

mind and body," Rush believed, "have a reciprocal action

upon each other" ("Sermon on Exercise," 1772, Selected

Writin s, p. 366). Thus a moderate exercise of Ihe mental

facuItieS such as the understanding "produce health and long

life" ("On Old Age," 1789, Selected Writings, pp. 393-399).

AS he expressed it in his Lectures on Animal Life: "The

exercises of the faculties of the mihd have a wonderful

influence in increasing the quantity of human life. . . .

This view, of the reaction Of the mind upon the body,

accords with the SimpIicity of other Operations in the

animal economy. It is thus the brain repays the heart for

the blood it conveys to it, by reacting upon its muscular

fibreS.--The influence of the different faculties of the

mind is felt in the pulse, in the stomach, and in the

liver, and is seen in the face, and other external parts

of the body. Those which act most unequivocally in promoting



230

effects of motions previously excited in the brain, and

every idea and thought appears to depend upon a motion

peculiar to itself," then in a healthy mental state "these

motions are regular, and succeed impressions upon the

brain with the same certainty and uniformity that percep-

tions succeed impressions upon the senses in their sound

state," but in a deranged state of the mind these motions

are irregular. The application of these principles, Rush

hoped, "shall lead to general success in the treatment of

the diseases of the mind."106

In a 1799 lecture, "On the Influence of Physical

Causes in Promoting an Increase of Strength and Activity

of the Intellectual Faculties of Man," Rush, as the title

suggests, argued in terms of materialism, that physical

 

life, are the understanding, the imagination, and the

passions. Thinking belongs to the understanding, and is

attended with an Obvious influence upon the degree and

duration of life. Intense study has often rendered the

body insensible to the debilitating effects of cold, and

hunger. Men Of great and active understandings, who blend

with their studies, temperance and exercise, are generally

long lived. . . . The imagination acts with great force

upon the body. . . . But the passions pour a constant

stream upon the wheels of life. . . . The effects Of the

good passions and emotions, in promoting health and lon-

gevity, have been taken notice of by many writers. They

produce a flame, gentle and pleasant, like oil perfumed

with frankincense in the lamp of life. There are instances

likewise of persons who have derived strength, and long

life from the influence of the evil passions and emopions"

("Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writin 8, pp. 193-195 . See

also Ibid., p. 191; "On OId hge," I788, Selected Writings,

p. 350; "Sermon on Exercise," 1772, Selected Writings,

pp. 355-357.

106Diseases of the Mind, p. 11; Preface, p. vi; Riley,

"Benjamin Rush aS—MateriaIist and Realist," p. 98.
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causes did promote mental vigor and strength. All of the

operations of the mind, he maintained, "are the effects

of bodily impressions," a belief according with "the old

and long received axiom of the schools--viz. 'Nihil est

in intellectu quod non prius fuit in sensu,‘ that is, . . .

the understanding contains no knowledge of any kind, but

what was conveyed to it through the avenues of the

"107
senses. If this were true, then physicians could

utilize the principles of physiology to promote mental

health. Thus it was that Jonathan Edwards rode a trotting

horse to stimulate his thoughts, that Joseph Priestley

strengthened his mind by writing upon every subject he

wanted to comprehend perfectly, and that frequent elections

108
in republics increased mental vigor. It was possible,

therefore, to create a science of the mind, in terms of

physiological materialism:

It is by the exercise of the body, and the

collision of our intellects, by means of

business, and conversation, that we impart

to them, agreeable and durable vigor. . . .

The effects of this action and reaction, in

making addition to the intellects and knowl-

edge, lead uS to admit the assertion of

Condorcet, that the time will come, when all

the knowledge we now possess will appear to

the generations that are to succeed us, as

the knowledge now possessed by children

appears to us. . . . From what has been

delivered, gentlemen, it appears, that the

enlargement and activity of our intellects,

107"Intellectual Faculties," Sixteen Introductory

Lectures (Philadelphia, 1811), pp. 88-88; Riley, p. 91.
 

1081bid,, 99, 106, 109-110; Riley, p. 91.
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are as much within our power as the health

and movements of our bodies.1

Rush's concept that the "soul" or "thought" had mater-

ial existence was the most significant philosophical

implication Of his materialistic views. Like all other

functions of the body, thought, he believed, resulted from

"stimuli acting upon the organs of sense and motion."110

AS he explained, the pleasures of the mind are "the effects

of impressions of a certain definite or moderate degree

of force, accompanied with motions of a regular or harmon-

ious nature in the brain and heart and communicated by them

d "111
to the min "We think by force, as well as live by

force. If any man doubt the truth of this assertion, let

109Ibid., pp. 113, 119, 115; Riley, p. 92. The weak-

ness of the "intellects" in savages, Rush observed, was

due to the absence of physical stimuli upon their minds

(Ibid., pp. 116-117; Boorstin, p. 86). The manuscript

notes of one of Rush's students recorded other examples

of the influence of bodily causes on the strength of the

mind: the brain, like the lower limbs, lasted if it was

exercised; just as the body was stimulated by air, SO

was the mind stimulated by motives (Purnell MS., Medical

and Chirurgical Faculty Library, Baltimore, p. 96; Riley,

p. 92).

l1°"Anima1 Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 137.

Though the exercise Of mental faculties increased the

quantity of animal life, Rush hastened to add that the mind

acted "by reflection only, after having been previously

excited into action by impressions made upon the body"

(Ibid., p. 193).

 

 

111"Upon the Pleasures of the Senses and Of the

Mind," Sixteen Introductory Lectures (1811), p. 952; Riley,

p. 97. This was to be inferred, Said Rush, from dissec-

tions, "which discover marks Of undue or irregular

excitement in the brain and of rupture or disorganization

in the heart, where death has been the consequence of an

excess of intellectual or moral pleasure" (Ibid.).
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him cease to think."112 Reasoning, he Observed, is "as

much an involuntary act, as the pulsations of the heart

and arteries."113 Rush's essay on the moral faculty

attempted to demonstrate therefore that the opinions of

people were usually the result of particular physical

causes.11”

Rush's concept of thought as material challenged

traditional philosophical thinking about the body and the

112Boorstin, p. 121; Rush, Medical In uiries and

Observations, 9th ed. (Philadelphia, I815), I, 50—
 

113Sixteen Introductory Lectures, Po 291; Boorstin,

p. 121. "" '
 

11L'Boorstin, p. 121. In a number of his essays, Rush

enumerated various physical influences on the faculties

of the mind. Slavery, he suggested, often paralyzed the

will and imagination of the bondsman. Physical stimulus,

such as excessive urine in the bladder, increased the

activity of passions and the understanding in dreams

("Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writin S, pp. 168-169, 150).

Rush noted that "ardent Spirits" frequently impaired

memory, debilitated the understanding, and perverted the

moral sense ("The Effects of Ardent Spirits upon Man,"

1805, Selected Writings, pp. 338-339). "The fear of

corporal puniShmentS, by debilitating the body, produces

a corresponding debility in the mind, which contracts its

capacity of acquiring knowledge" ("The Amusements and

Punishments Which are PrOper for Schools," 1790, Selected

Writin S, p. 112). In the essay on the moral facuIty,

Rush detailed the effects of physical causes upon memory,

imagination, and judgment. For example, he noted the

connection between intellectual faculties and the firmness

of the brain in childhood, between genius and certain

physical features, and between intelligence and heredity.

He observed that physical factors such as disease or

madness could diminish or enlarge the powers of memory,

imagination, or judgment, even could produce a partial

insanity of one of them ("The Influence Of Physical Causes

upon the Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, pp. 183-

189). "DO we ever Observe a partial insanity, or false

perception on one subject, while the judgment is sound and

correct, upon all others?" (Ibid., p. 187).

 



239

"soul." If thought was nothing but a subtle form of

matter set in motion by impressions, then philOSOphy no

longer needed to regard the body and the mind as distinct

entities. They were of one substance--as he put it, "the

machine of both soul and body."115 Man, he emphasized,

is "a Single and indivisible being, for so intimately

united are his soul and body, that one cannot be moved,

without the other."116 TO illustrate this, Rush explained

that God had "cast" man's body and soul Simultaneously

"in the same mould" by the same physical stimuli:

"And the Lord God formed man of the dust Of

the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the

breath of life, and man became a living soul."

The common explanation of this passage of

Scripture is, that God, in this act, infused

a soul into the torpid, or lifeless body Of

Adam, and that his soul became its principle

of life, or in other words, that he thus

changed a dead mass of animalized matter,

into an animated being. That this was not the

case I infer, not only from the existence of

life in many persons in whom the soul is in a

dormant or torpid state from diseases in the

brain, but from a more liberal and correct

translation of the above passage of Scripture.

. . . It is as follows. "And the Lord God

breathed into his nostrils, the air Of lives,

and he became a living soul." Th3? is, he

dilated his nostrils, and thereby inflated his

lungs with air, and thus excited in him,

animal, intellectual and spiritual life, in

consequence of which he became an animated

human creature. From this view of the origin

of life in Adams, it appears that his soul and

body were cast in the same mould, and at the

115"To the Ministers," June 21, 1799, Letters, I, 959.

116"On the Utility of a Knowledge of the Faculties and

Operations of the Mind to a Physician," Sixteen Introductory

Lectures (1811), p. 256; Riley, p. 99.
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same time, and that both were animated by the

same act Of Divine power by means of the same

stream of air.1

Rush believed each new-born infant received life and thought

in the same way. At birth, the physical stimulus of air

expanded the lungs and thus life began. In turn the lungs

stimulated the heart, the heart the brain, the brain the

"mind," and the interaction of brain and mind stimulated

118 In such a manner, according to

119

the rest of the body.

Rush, man was an integrated, altogether material being.

In morality, Rush's belief in the materiality of the

"soul" inevitably led him to reject free will as a principle

of conduct and to attribute moral actions largely to the

effect of physical causes. Human actions, he asserted,

resulted from "the impressions Of motives upon the will."

Using his doctrine of "animal life" for evidence, he denied

that the will possessed power to determine its own conduct.

"As well might we admit an inherent principle of life in

animal matter, as a self-determining power in this

faculty Of the mind." Without the stimulus Of motives,

"there could be no more a will than there could be vision

117Medical Inquiries, I, 8; Boorstin, p. 113.

118Ibid.

 

119Rush praised Joseph Priestley for defending "in a

new and pOpular dress ancient Opinions upon the action Of

the will and the materiality of the mind" (Adams, Aug.

22, 1806, Letters, II, 927). On Priestley's materialism

and its impIicationS in religion, see Boorstin, pp. 113-119.
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without light, or hearing without sound."120 Thus, physi-

cal causes such as "sensibility, habit, imitations, and

aSsociation" formed the "great principles of human conduct."

In educating young people, Rush urged that their studies

be interspersed with physical exercise, manual labor, mod-

erate Sleep, and occasional solitude SO that these physical

causes might beneficially influence their intellects,

121
principles, and morals.

In the Enguiry into the Influence p£ Physical Causes
  

upon the Moral Faculty (1786), which argued, as the title

indicates, that physical causes did condition the moral

faculty, Rush explained moral reformation in such material,

122
physical terms. Maintaining that the Creator Operated

in the moral world "by the instrumentality of second causes,"

he cited Biblical examples in which physical influences

120"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 178.

"It is true," Rush added, these impreSSIOns "are Often so

Obscure as not to be perceived; and they sometimes become

insensible from habit, but the same things have been

remarked in the Operation of stimuli; and yet we do not

upon this account deny their agency in producing animal

life" (Ibid.).

123-"Of the Mode Of Education Proper in a Republic,"

1798, Selected Writin S, pp. 91-92. In "The Amusements

and Punishments Which hre Proper for Schools" (1790), Rush

noted that corporal punishments inflicted on school children

tended "to destroy all moral sensibility" ("Amusements,"

1790, Selected Writings, pp. 110-111).
 

122I. Woodbridge Riley, p. 90, notes that this essay

Shows Rush in transition between common sense realism

and materialism. Though he still maintained that the

moral faculty was an inherent faculty not derived from

sensory impressions, he devoted most of the essay to a

disquisition on the various physical influences that

conditioned it.
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served as "the means of reformation from vice." Solitude

and a vegetable diet cured Nebuchadnezzar's pride; David's

harp cured Saul's evil Spirit. Rush added,

in favour of divine influence upon the moral

principle, that in those extraordinary cases,

where bad men are suddenly reformed, without

the instrumentality of physical, moral or

rational causes, I believe that the organiza-

tion of those parts of the body, in which

the faculties of the mind are seated, under-

goes a physical change; and hence the expression

of a "new creature," which is made use of in

the Scriptures to denote this change, is prOper

in a literal, as well as a figurative sense.

It is probably the beginning of that perfect

renovation of the human body, which is pre-

dicted by St. Paul in the following words:

"For our conversation is in heaven, from

whence we look for the Saviour, who Shall

change our vile bodies, that they may be

fashioned according to his own glorious body."123

Rush's doctrine of materialism, then, lay behind his belief

that physical causes decisively influenced moral behavior.

In religion, his materialism might very well have led

Rush to an agnostic or atheistic position, or at least to

a rejection of Christianity in favor of some form of

natural religion. But such was not the case. He found no

incompatibility between his religious beliefs and his

123"Moral Faculty," 1798, Selected Writin S, pp. 201-

202. In a footnote, Rush Observed that t. aul was

suddenly transformed from a persecutor into a man of a

gentle and amiable spirit. The manner in which this change

was effected upon his mind, he tells us in the following

words: 'Neither circumcision availeth anything, nor

uncircumcision, but a new creature. From henceforth let

no man trouble me; for I bear in m bod the marks of

our Lord Jesus.‘ Galatians vi. 15% 17" (Ibid., p. 202 n.).
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materialistic philosophy of life and morals. Instead

materialism became his ally in defending orthodox religion

and combating atheism.12" In fact, his materialistic doc-

trine of life furnished Rush with a powerful juStification

Of orthodox religion. That religion benefited the health

Of the human body and mind, he claimed, alone sufficed to

recommend its acceptance. Since man was naturally a reli-

gious animal, atheism, "the worst of sedatives to the

understanding, and passions," did irreparable harm to his

mental faculties. He was convinced of the "necessary and

immutable connection between the texture of the human mind,

and the worship Of an object of some kind... . ." Because

religion elevated the understanding and passions, it was

"friendly to animal life." This was particularly true

of Christianity. "Such is the salutory Operation Of its

doctrines, and precepts upon health and life," Rush con-

cluded, "that if its divine authority rested upon no other

argument, this alone would be sufficient to recommend it

to our belief."125

Rush's rejection of the freedom of the will posed

no problem for him in theology. ". . . I cannot help

bearing a testimony," he stressed in his Lectures pp.Animal
 

Life, "against the gloomy misapplication of this doctrine

12"Rush acknowledge that theologians criticized his

materialistic views. See Adams, Sept. 8, 1810, Letters, II,

1061.

125"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, pp. 170-171.
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by some modern writers. When properly understood, it is

calculated to produce the most comfortable views of the

divine government, and the most beneficial effects upon

morals, and human happiness." The principle of free will,

on the other hand, was an "impious" error made innocuous

by an innocent name--one "which has had the most baneful

influence upon morals and religion." "To suppose a prin-

ciple to reside necessarily, and constantly in the human

body, which acted independently of external circumstances,"

he explained, "is to ascribe to it an attribute, which I

Shall not connect, even in language, with the creature man.

Self existence belongs only to God." It was precisely

because his doctrine of life "directly opposed" this error

and supported the Calvinistic concept of God's absolute

sovereignty that it was of incalculable aid to religion.126

"The best criterion Of the truth of a philosophical

Opinion," Rush maintained, "is its tendency to produce

exalted ideas, of the Divine Being, and humble views of

ourselves." He was certain that his theory of the mater-

ialistic basis of life not only met these requirements to

"an eminent degree" but eliminated a potential source of

atheism, for

It does homage to the Supreme Being, as the

governor of the universe, and establishes the

certainty of his universal, and particular

providence. Admit a principle of life in the

human body, and we Open a door for the

126Ibid., p. 179.
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restoration of the Old Epicurean or atheist-

ical philosophy, which supposed the world

to be governed by a principle called nature,

and which was believed to be inherent in

every kind of matter. The doctrine I have

taught, cuts the Sinews of this error; for

by rendering the continuance of animal life,

no less than its commencement, the effect

Of the constant operation Of divine power

and goodness, it leads us to believe that

the whole creation is supported in the same

manner.127

 

This materialistic view of man's dependence upon divine

power, Rush felt, provided a rational support for the

Scriptural concepts of God's sovereignty and Christ's

divinity. It "leads us," he explained, "to contemplate

with very Opposite and inexpressible feelings, the sublime

idea which is given of the Deity in the scriptures, as

possessing life 'within himself.'" Moreover, Since God

imparted this "divine prerogative" only to his Son, the

New Testament designated Christ as the "life Of the world,"

"128 "These divine"the prince of life," and "life.

epithets which are very properly, founded upon the manner

of our Saviour's existence," Rush concluded, "exalt him

infinitely above Simple humanity, and establish his divine

nature upon the basis of reason, as well as revelation."129

Rush found in science, then, reasons for accepting certain

127Ibid., pp. 179-179.

128Rush quoted John, v, 26: "For as the Father hath

life in himself, so hath he given to the Son to have life

within himself" (Ibid., p. 179).

129Ibid., p. 179.
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Calvinistic tenets previously grounded on faith and logic.

Rush could see no reason why the materiality of the

soul, a conclusion drawn from the doctrine that physical

causes conditioned the moral faculty, threatened belief

in its immortality. On the contrary, writers who connected

the immortality of the soul with its immateriality injured

"that truth" greatly.' "The immortality of the soul," he

contended, "depends upon the yili of the Deity, and not

upon the supposed properties of Spirit." Matter, Rush

pointed out, was "as immortal as Spirit," for however

various its forms, only God could destroy it. What was

the concept of the indestructibility of matter, then, but

a scientific verification of the soul's immortality?130

From his theory that material impressions upon the

senses produced bodily and mental life, Rush developed,

then, a philosophy that revealed, as I. Woodbridge Riley

notes, three familiar characteristics of materialism: a

V

sensationalistic view of perception, a phenomenalistic

view of substance, and a deterministic view of volition.131

Convinced that his materialistic views which emphasized

thought as material were not hostile to his orthodox

religious beliefs, he attempted to establish a scientific

basis for morals and religion.

Yet paradoxically Rush also revealed a degree of

191 130"Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, pp. 190-

131Riley, p. 92.
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uncertainty about his materialistic convictions, for else-

where he challenged and qualified all three features of

his materialism. He countered his empirical theory of

knowledge with a belief in certain innate powers of the mind,

and his concept of thought as having material existence

with a dualism of mind and matter. Thus the moral faculty

was "a native principle" not derived from either "experience"

"132 The paradox was suggested nicely inor "reflection.

his lecture "On the Utility Of a Knowledge of the Faculty

and Operations of the Mind to a Physician," in 1805: though

Rush declared, in monistic terms, that the soul and body

were one "Single and indivisible being," he divided this

indissoluble being into many mental faculties, including

"the principle of faith," "the moral faculty," "conscience,"

"133 In another lectureand an innate "sense of Deity.

Rush told his medical students that the mind was immaterial

and capable of existing independently of the body, adding,

with a Calvinistic twist, that there was no necessary

connection between the immateriality and the immortality

of the mind, the one being a divine attribute, the other a

divine gift.13“

He also Offset his deterministic denial of free will

with arguments for a union of liberty and necessity. When

132"Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, p. 181.

133"Utility," 1805, Sixteen Introductory Lectures

(1811), pp. 256-257; Riley, p. 8 .

13L‘Purnell MS., p. 81; Riley, p. 91.
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Rush wrote a manuscript on "Liberty and Necessity," which

he planned to add to the end of his Lectures 2n Animal

23:39 he revealed, in Spite of his hopes to the contrary,

that the scientific basis Of his materialism failed to

coalesce with his Christian orthodoxy-~as Riley eXplains:

This is a reactionary document, betraying

the conflict between the Spirit Of orthodoxy

and the Spirit of free inquiry. AS a projected

addition to the essays on Animal Life it ex-

plains the Opposition to the revivaI of the

ancient "atheism" and also the closing confes-

sion that the author feels as if he had waded

across a rapid and dangerous stream. The

figure iS a good one; it exhibits Rush as con-

scious of the drift of his Speculations. And

yet in Opposing his dualistic occasionalism

to a monistic hylozoism, he was but vainly

struggling against the tendency of materialism

toward a single unitary principle,--the reduc—

tion of both mind and matter to modifications

of the same common substance.135

In the next three sections we Shall continue to explore

certain aspects of Rush's philOSOphical thought that con-

flicted with his basic empirical and materialistic views--

his ideas on liberty and necessity, his occasional drift

towards romanticism, and his develOping skeptical fideism.

We shall see that the conflict between his scientific,

135Riley, p. 99. "Occasionalism" is "a theory of

knowledge and of voluntary control Of action, in which

mind and matter are non-interactive but events in one

realm occur in correspondence with events in the other

realm. Thus, God sees to it that an idea of noise occurs

in a mind on the occasion of the occurrence of a physical

noise; or, He makes a physical event happen when a mind

wishes it" (Dagobert D. Runes, ed., Dictionar of

Philosophy, Ames, Iowa, 1955, p. 218). "Honzoidm" is

"the doctrine that life is a property Of matter, that

matter and life are inseparable, that life is derived

from matter, or that matter has spiritual properties"

(Ibid., p. 133).
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rationalistic thought and his religious beliefs figures

Significantly in these philOSOphical contradictions.



IV. Rush's Views on Liberty and Necessity

Rush's concept of necessity was an important corollary

to his philOSOphical and biological materialism, a natural

adjunct to his belief that life and thought originated

from sense impressions. "I have supposed," he told Adams,

in rejecting the possibility of a perpetual motion machine,

"that there is but one self-moving Being in the Universe,

that all motion is the effect of his hand imposed upon

matter, and all volition the effect of his will imposed

upon mind. Weights and Springs, and wind and water and

steam are substitutes only to an ever-existing, ever-acting,

P "136

and omnipresent powe Here Rush's views differed

somewhat from those of many Jeffersonians who, wary of

predestinarian theology, treated man as a free moral agent.137

Though Rush refused to conclude from his own materialistic

views that men were involuntarily good or evil,138 he

136Adams, Dec. 19, 1912, Letters, II, 1171.

137See Daniel J. Boorstin, The Lost World Of Thomas

Jefferson (New York, 1998), pp. I52-I58. UeIIeFdOn, for

example, wrote that God "has formed us moral agents. Not

that, in the perfection of His state He can feel pain or

pleasure in anything we may do; He is far above our power;

but that we may promote the happiness of those with whom

He has placed us in society, by acting honestly towards

all, benevolently to those who fall within our way, re-

specting sacredly their rights, bodily and mental, and

cherishing especially their freedom of conscience, as we

value our own" (The Writin S of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Andrew

A. Lipscomb and hIhert EIIery_8ergh, Washington, 1903-1909,

XIV, 197-198: to Miles King, Sept. 26, 1819; Boorstin, 223

Lost World 2: Thomas Jefferson, p. 153).

 

 

l3BBoorstin, p. 153.
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nevertheless could not reject the predestinarian theology

of his youthful Presbyterian training. His conservative

theology, coupled with his materialism, made Rush basically

a necessitarian.

At times, however, Rush, influenced by his religious

beliefs, ironically attempted to reconcile liberty and

necessity, in terms hardly compatible with his materialis-

tic views. Perhaps, as he recorded in his commonplace

book in 1809, "The affairs of men are governed alternately

by and contrary to their wills. . . ."139 Why not believe,

he asked in an entry dated August 19, 1811, ". . . the

Union of liberty and necessity, and the agency of divine

and human efforts in bringing about the Salvation of the

1n?190
sou Such a theory, Rush thought, was possible if

one considered man as having "a power in his Will to avoid

evil and escape hell but not to renew his nature and

prepare himself for heaven."lul

In accounting for the paradoxical fact that the con-

trarieties of liberty and necessity seemed equally true,

Rush frequently rejected rational explanations--like the

'9” 139"Commonplace Book, 1792-1813," Autobio ra hy, ed.

George W. Corner (Princeton, 1998), p. 889, c. I888.

ll”Ibid., p. 390, Aug. 19, 1911.

lullbid., p. 399. In his essay on the moral faculty

(1786), Rush Spoke of the will (in infernal spirits) losing

its power to choose moral good ("The Influence of Physical

Causes upon the Moral Faculty," 1786, The Selected Writin s

2: Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert D. Runes, New York, I897,

p.
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Trinity, they were "mysteries intelligible only, perhaps

to the Creator."luz "Our researches upon liberty and

necessity are like the researches after perpetual motion,"

Rush confessed, yet he continued to speculate on the

possibility of reconciling free will and determinism.lu3

In his manuscript notes on "Liberty and Necessity,"

Rush tried to reconcile these incongruous doctrines by

distinguishing between prescience and predestination.

Necessity was true because all things were present in the

mind of God at once:

Is it not absurd to talk of past or future

when we speak of the knowledge 0 e Deity?

Can anything be ast or future to a being who

exists from eternity to eternity? Are not past,

present, and future to Him, one eternal now?

Is not time a finite iddd—Only, and past-dhd

future knowable only to finite beings? May not

the moral actions of men then have appeared

as complete to the Deity at the creation as

the material world? . . . Imperfect man by

memory sees past events--a wonderful power in

a finite mind! May not a perfect being see

future events in the same manner? They all

have an existence in the eternal mind. There

is nothing truly new in actions, any more than

ih truths under thd—Sun. There can be no

contingency with the Deity--all is fixed and

immutable with Him; cause and effect, motive

and action, creation and preservation, a

one SimpIe object and act. . . . The perfec-

tions of the Deity require this solution of

this doctrine. Prescience is only a human

term, but, like many others applied to the

Deity in accommodation to our weak capacities.
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1921bid,, p. 390, August 19, 1811.

1931bid., p. 335, Dec. 21, 1809.

1"""Liberty and Necessity," Letters and Thoughts

(Ridgway MS.), pp. 28-29, in I. Woodhridge RiIey," Benjamin

Rush as Materialist and Realist," Bulletin of Johns HOpkins

Hospital, XVIII (1907), 99. “““"""“‘“

 



298

But liberty was also true:

So far for necessity. But all this is com-

patible with the most perfect liberty. The

knowledge of God of actions flows from a

perfect knowledge of the union between cause

and effect in creation. All is still free.

An artist can tell from the construction of

a machine exactly its strokes, etc., without

touching it after its wheels are set in motion,

although he still upholds it in his hand.

We live, move and have our being in God. . . .

Nor does this idea destroy man's reshdhsi-

bility. He is still free. His liberty is

essential to the necessity--otherwise his

action would have no moral nature and could

not be the object of pardon, and for this

purpose alone evil existed. It must be free

to be a crime, and crimes existed, not for

a display of vindictive justice in endless

punishment, but for the display of love in

endless and universal happiness. This re-

moves all the fears and difficulties about

moral necessity. It was necessary that man

should fa11--it was likewise necessary that

he should be free, or he could not have fallen.

Liberty and necessity are, therefore, both

true, and both necessary to advance in due

consifigency all the glorious attributes of

God.

Rush recorded three examples to illustrate the union Of

liberty and necessity:

[1. I walk on the deck of a ship. Here is

one free motion--the helmsman steers the Ship

in the direction in which I walk, and yet I

am not influenced by his helm, nor he by my

walking; we both direct our course the same

way--he, by pointing the bow of the Ship,

makes me keep the same course with him, but

without my knowledge or his influence over

my will. 2. I resolve to take a walk to an

adjoining village. This is the first act of

l“51bid., pp. 29-30, in Riley, "Benjamin Rush as

Materialist and Realist," p. 99. In chapter III, we Shall

examine the implications these comments have for Rush's

concepts Of evil, original sin, and universalism.
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my will. On my way I forget the original act

of my will and occupy it upon twenty other

Objects, none of which have any connection

with the first. Here then is a will within

a will.] I require a perfect knowledge Of

a man's taste in building, and then convey

secretly into his hands a plan of a house.

Every act of this man in building this house

is foreknown by me, and yet no influence is

exercised over his wi 1. Here is necessity

and liberty united.

In a passage in his lecture "Upon the Pleasures of the

Senses and of the Mind," Rush extolled the pleasurable

effects that a belief in "the mysterious union of free

agency and necessity" had upon the mind:

We are barely pleased with what we understand;

but the exercise of admiration is necessary

to our intellectual happiness, and this can be

employed only upon subjects which are removed

beyond our comprehension. . . . while we thus

contemplate, with delightful wonder, the union

of free agency and necessity, we derive pleasure

from a sense of each Of their respective Opera-

tions. The pleasure we enjoy in free agency

is felt in the sacrifices that we make for the

attainment and preservation of liberty . . . .

in reflecting that we are masters of our-

selves. . . . A belief in the will acting from

necessity has likewise its pleasures. It dis-

poses us to view the hearts of all the men

that move our world by their power or their

talents, as under the direction of a wise and

good being; and it assures us that all the events

that relate to our individual happiness, whether

from moral or physical causes, are in his hands

and that his hand is in every event.l‘+7

1951bid., p. 30, in Riley, p. 99. As the brackets

indicate, Rush crossed out the first two examples in the

manuscript.

l"7"Upon the Pleasures of the Senses and of the Mind,"

Sixteen Introductory Lectures (Philadelphia, 1811), pp. 991-

993; Riley, p. 97.
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It was necessary to believe both doctrines were true, he

maintained, if only to prevent "misery and despair":

I am aware that I dissent from two popular and

rigid sects of philosophers and divines, in

thus admitting the truth of the opinions held

by each of them. But an exclusive belief in

either of them, so far from being attended with

pleasure, is calculated to excite misery and

despair. I repeat, therefore, what I said

formerly in Speaking of the Operations of the

will, that both Opinions appear to me to be

alike true; and that we act most freely when

we act most necessarily, Epd most necessarily

when we act most freely.l

Rush's apparent need to believe in the union of free

will and determinism was a manifestation of his tendency

to oppose the monistic direction of his materialistic

philOSOphy with the dualistic occasionalism of traditional

theology. - At times, a belief in the union of liberty

and necessity seemed more compatible with religion to Rush

than an exclusive belief in determinism, based on material-

istic views. Though he felt his doctrine of materialism

was not inconsistent with theology, he hinted of his

awareness of its agnostic implications when he confessed,

at the end of his last lecture on animal life, that he

felt as if he "had waded across a rapid and dangerous

stream. Whether I have gained the opposite shore with my

head clean, or covered with mud and weeds, I leave wholly

to your determination."lug

lu81bid.; Riley, p. 97. See also Diseases 2; the

Mind (Philadelphia, 1812), p. 263.

199nLectupes on Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings,

p. 180.
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Just as often, however, Rush answered the question of

human will in deterministic terms. He felt his doctrine

of life provided "a striking illustration" that motives

impressed upon the will determined human actions. Denying

"a self determining power" in the will, he argued that

"Motives are necessary not only to constitute its freedom,

but its essence; for without them, there could be no more

a will than there could be vision without light, or hearing

without sound." To assert the freedom of the will--that an

innate principle resided in man "which acted independently

of external circumstances"--was to ascribe to man an attri-

bute found only in God.150

Rush's Commonplace Book, 1792-1813 also revealed his
 

denial of free will. "Man," he wrote on August 22, 1793,

"is passive in animal life, volition, and salvation by

Jesus Christ. Truth here prostrates pride and lays men in

the dust before his [pig] Creator and Redeemer." Just as

"the first impressions in the senses are deceptive," so

liberty is deceptive. "By reasoning we see its fallacy."

If there was "One Will only in the Universe," then the phys-

ical necessity that controlled bodily life and the moral

necessity that controlled the will (and its actions) were

really derived from the same source, God. Rush concluded,

then, that "Moral and physical necessity" were "the same."151

150Ibid., p. 179.

151Autobio ra h , p. 299, Aug. 22, 1792. See also

"Moral FacuIty,fi I286, Selected Writings, p. 182.
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The doctrine of necessity, Rush believed, applied

not only to animal life and volition, but also to nature--

nature contained no intelligent principle within itself.

"By nature," he explained, ". . . I understand nothing but

physical necessity. This at once excludes every thing like
 

intelligence from her operations: these are all performed

in obedience to the same laws which govern vegetation in

plants and the intestine motions of fossils. They are as

truly mechanical as the laws of gravitation, electricity

or magnetism."152

On the issue of man's relationship to nature--the

degree he controlled his environment--Rush was not alto-

gether certain of the answer. Frequently, as might be

expected of an 18th-century scientist, he viewed science

as a manipulation of the environment to better human

institutions--as a utilization Of natural law in society.

Though 18th-century man believed the environment exerted

a powerful influence in his life, he did not preclude the

possibility of modifying nature. Likewise Rush asserted

that "the combined discoveries of natural history and

philOSOphy . . . all Show, that although physicians are

in Speculation the servants, yet in practice they are the

masters of nature. The whole of their remedies seem

contrived on purpose to arouse, assist, restrain, and

152"Medicine Among the Indians of North America,"

1779, Selected Writings, p. 273. See also "Animal Life,"

1799, Selected Writings, pp. 179, 179.
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control her Operations."153 "We live in an important era

and in a new country," he told Adams. "Much good may be

done by individuals, and that too in a Short time."151+

In a lecture on medical progress (1801), he contended

that one of the means

of promoting certainty in medicine, and its

more extensive usefulness, is to cherish a

belief, that they are both attainable and

practicable. "Knowledge" it has been justly

said, "is power, and philosophy, the empire

of art over nature." By means of the knowl-

edge which has lately been obtained, men

now visit the upper regions of the air and

the bottom of the ocean, as if they were a

part of their original territory. Distance

and time have likewise become subject to

their power, by the invention of instruments

for accelerating the communication of new

and important events. Equally great, and

far more interesting have been the triumphs

of medicine within the last thirty years.

Yet he also viewed man's connection with nature in

deterministic terms. During the yellow fever epidemic of

1793, he wrote his wife phrases that anticipated 20th-

century naturalism--"I feel as if I were in a storm at sea

in an open boat without helm or compass."156 In the last

decade of his life, Rush increasingly assumed a determin-

istic attitude and rejected man's faltering efforts to

improve his environment. "My blood circulates now too

slowly through my veins to expect any change for the better

153Ibid., p. 275.

15“Adams, July 2, 1799, Letters, I, 959.

155nThe Progress of Medicine," 1801, Selected Writingg,

l55Julia Rush, Sept. 22, 1793, Letters, II, 575.
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in our affairs from the exertions of an individual, however

well disposed he may be to accomplish it"; ". . . do what

we will to meliorate our government, . . . we cannot

"157 "In thus rejectingfrustrate the designs of heaven.

the empire of Reason in government," he declared, "permit

me to mention an empire of another kind, to which men

everywhere yield a willing, and in some instances involun-

tary submission, and that is the EMPIRE OF HABIT. You

might as well arrest the orbs of heaven in their course

as suddenly change the habits of a whole people. Even in

little things they resist sudden innovations upon their

ancient and general customs."158

_Rush, then, was basically a necessitarian, believing

that neither life, the human will, nor physical nature

was self contained but dependent upon the Will of God for

its origin and continued existence. But he refused to

fill the mold of a deterministic philosopher completely,

not only attempting, on several occasions, to reconcile

liberty and necessity but believing that man--to some

extent at least--could control his environment.

l57Adams, Sept. 22, 1909, Letters, II, 993-999; Adams,

Feb. 1, 1810, Letters, II, 1039-I035.

158Adams, Sept. 16, 1808, Letters, II, 978-979-



V. Rush's Latent, Tentative Romanticism

A materialist and empiricist, Rush nevertheless

occasionally Showed identifiable traces of romanticism

in his thinking. At such moments, he viewed nature in

primitivistic terms--as a place of mystery, an escape from

civilization into solitude, not as a machine of order and

regularity. On other occasions, he anticipated trans-

cendentalist notions of good and evil, and at still other

times he suggested intuitive powers of the mind that seemed

to transcend the limits Of empirical or rational knowledge--

159 These"intellectual miracles" as he called them.

occasional flashes of romanticism, of course, do not make

Rush a major pre-romantic thinker, but they do add another

dimension to his far-ranging mind and reveal another

paradox in his philosophy: the materialistic necessitarian

who speculated on the existence of some kind of innate,

intuitive mental capacity.

One of the romantic touches in Rush's thought was his

Rousseauistic primitivism. But to a certain extent, he

modified this tendency to prefer a simple state of nature

to complex civilization; he never attributed man's vices

solely to the influence of civilization, nor necessarily

expected to find perfection in nature. "Those who look

for the Simplicity and perfection of the state of nature,

159"Commonplace Book, 1792-1813," Autobio ra h , ed.

George W. Corner (Princeton, 1998), p. 888, hug. 8, 1811.

255
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must seek it in systems, as absurd in philOSOphy, as they

"160
are delightful in poetry. Rush knew that his view of

the Indian's character, for example, was "contrary to that

which is given by Rousseau, and several other writers, who

have attempted to prove that man may become perfect and

happy, without the aids of civilization and religion."

The well-known facts about American savages, he felt,

rendered Rousseau's theory "ridiculous."161

Yet Rush also noted that the refinements of civilized

life increased the "number and malignity" of vices and

that the Indian was characterized by his "stateliness,

"162
regularity of features, and dignity of aspect. Para-

doxically, in his essay, "On Manners" (1769), he outdid

Rousseau in praising life in its natural state:

There is no life so agreeable as that of the

savage. It is free and independent, and in

this consists the highest happiness of Man.

When he is removed from it he is perpetually

striving to get back to it again.

The stages in society are like those in

human life. A man is to be "once a man and

twice a child." SO it is with him in reSpect

to Society. He is once civilized and when

left to follow the bent of his inclination

will never fail of becoming twice a Savage.163

150"Medicine Among the Indians Of North America," 1779,

The Selected Writings of Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert D. Runes

(New York, 1997), pp. 272, 255. See also Thomas Percival,

Oct. 26, 1786, Letters, I, 909, where Rush rejected the

idea that the frontier Offered "the pleasures of Arcadia."

 

 

161"Lectures on Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writin s,

p. 169.

 

152"Medicine Among Indians," 1779, Selected Writings,

pp. 272, 260.

153"On Manners," 1759, Selected Writings, pp. 397-399.
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". . . man," he observed in Travels Through Life, "is

naturally a wild animal, and . . . taken from the woods,

he is never happy in his natural state, 'till he returns to

them again."16u

Rush also revealed touches of romanticism in his

descriptions of rural scenes--descriptions that emphasized

the solace and peace found in nature.

The noise of rural insects, the sight of

domestic animals coming to the well to drink

before they retired to rest, the purity and

coolness of the air, a pleasant and frugal

supper of fruit and milk . . . created for

a few hours a flow of peaceful and happy

feelings such as I have seldom experienced

since I left the country school in which I

received the first elements of my education.

I forgot for a while the disputes and con-

vulsions which now agitate our country and

the globe. The principles and claims Of

monarchists and democrats appeared to me to

partake of equal absurdity and madness. I

forgot the persecutions of my enemies and

felt as if I could welcome the most inveterate

of them to partake Of the Simple fare of

our little cottage.

Writing of a 70-year-old farmer who was perfectly satisfied

with the life of his "agricultural monastery," Rush asked,

"Where is the politician or the man that has lived $3 the

world or E333 the world that can make the same declaration

at the same age?"166 Agreeing with Jefferson, he considered

161“Autobiography, p. 72. See also the touch of

primitivism in his description Of earlier days in Pennsyl-

vania in "Medicine Among Indians," 1779, Selected Writings,

p. 287.

 

155Ju1ia Rush, Aug. 25, 1799, Letters, II, 903.

155Adams, Oct. 21, 1909, Letters, 11, 988.
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cities "in the same light as I do abscesses on the human

body, viz., as reservoirs of all the impurities of a

community." "CowPer the poet," he told Jefferson, "very

happily expresses our ideas of them compared with the

country. 'God made the country--man made cities.'"167

Rush, then, turned to the country for the pleasure it

afforded his senses and the escape it provided from society--

poses characteristic of pre-romantic and romantic writers.

"I now cultivate," he wrote his friend John Montgomery,

about twelve acres of ground two miles from

our city, to which I retire two or three

times a week in an afternoon to take tea

with my family, and where I forget for a

few hours the bustle, the sickness, the

selfishness, and scandal of Philadelphia.

I enjoy the songs of the little feathered

tribes who jump from twig to twig over my

head and sometimes peck their food at my

feet. I consider them as my charge and

feel the affection of a master for them. This

affection will not be repaid with ingratitude,

for they are unskilled in the arts of deceit

and treachery. I enjoy likewise the luxuriant

foliage, the fragrant flowers, and the pleasant

fruit of trees planted and cultivated by my

own hand. My care of them will not be repaid

with persecution, for they have never. rown

in 1133 cit OfPhiladelphia. Ah! when S a I

enjoy these'déiightffil scenes without the

alloy of a laborious, a distressing, and a

vexatious profession?

 

157Jefferson, Oct. 5, 1900, Letters, II, 929. Rush

has Slightly altered COWper's famlIiar Iine from The Task,

1785, I, 799: "God made the country, and man made the

town."

168Montgomery, Aug. 5, 1801, Letters, II, 836. "To

contemplate a dwelling house--a barn-—stables--fie1dS--

meadows--an orchard, 80., which have been produced from

original creation by the labor of a single life is, I am

told, to the proprietor of them one of the highest
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To Rush, then, solitude--escape from society--was an

especially attractive aspect of romanticism. The moral

powers, he stressed, recovered their highest place among

the mental faculties "in solitude, and after Sleep, hence

the advantage of solitary punishments, and of consulting

our morning pillow in cases where there is a doubt of what

is right, or duty. The first thoughts in a morning if

followed seldom deceive or mislead us. They are generally

"169
seasoned by the moral powers. The main advantage of

"the innocent employments of husbandry," Rush felt, was the

seclusion "from the noise and corruption of the times."170

Though Rush ordinarily viewed nature in mechanistic

terms (as a universe of physical necessity and unfailing

law and order), he was occasionally struck by a sense of

romantic mystery in nature. At such times, he felt that man

perceived the mysteries in the works of nature "but ip

part."171 The "visible appearance in nature," he believed,

 

pleasures the mind of man is capable of enjoying. But how

much must this pleasure be increased when the regularity

of art is blended in the prospect with the wildness and

antiquity of nature!" ( , April 16, 1790,

Letters, I, 552).

169"Commonplace Book, 1789-1791," Autobiography, p.

185, May 27, 1790. "Many new ideas occurred to me when

riding, walking, or between the times of my waking and leaving

my bed in the morning" ("Travels Through Life," Autobiography,

p. 91). '

170Adams, Jan. 22, 1779, Letters, I, 192. But see

"Travels Through Life," p. 91: "The nature of my profession

prevented my trying the effects of Solitude upon my in-

tellectual faculties, but the few fortuitous eXperiments

that I made, gave me no reason to expect any thing from

it, for I do not recollect ever acquiring a single new idea

by sitting still and doing nothing in my study."
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172
was often deceptive. "We daily tread upon mysteries in

our fields or contemplate them in the woods or upon the

"173
water. Man's apprehension of the world about him

through his senses, then, was not always accurate, and the

inscrutable in nature also served to remind him of the

limitations of reason. "The great Creator has kindly es-

tablished a witness of his unsearchable wisdom in every

part of his works, in order to prevent our forgetting him,

"17”-
in the successful exercises of our reason. In his essay

on the moral faculty, Rush conveyed his sense of the sublime

mystery of nature, in poetic terms:

0! nature! -----Or to speak more prOperly,-----

O! THOU GOD OF NATURE! -----In vain do we

attempt to scan THY immensity, or to compre-

hend THY various modes of existence, when

a single particle of light issued from THYSELF,

and kindled into intelligence in the bosom

of man, thpg dazzles and confounds our under-

standings! 5

Rush's emphasis on the "economy" of nature--that is,

the perfection and fitness of all things--while typical of

l72"l792-1813," Autobiography, p. 227, Aug. 27, 1792.

"The first impressions on the senses are deceptive, as in

sounds, distance, motion of heavenly bodies, 8c." (Ibid.,

p. 229, Aug. 22, 1793). "God reveals some truths to our

senses and to our first perceptions, but many errors are

conveyed into the mind through both. . . . Thus the Sun

appears to our eyes to revolve around the earth. Astronomy

corrects-this error" (Ibid., p. 336, Dec. 21, 1809).

 

l73Mary Stockton, Sept. 7, 1788, Letters, I, ”8%.

17”"Anima1 Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 176.

175"Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, p. 208.
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the age of reason, also anticipated Emerson's romantic

views of the essential goodness of the universe, and of

evil as the absence of good. Although Rush never denied

the positive force of evil in the universe and, in fact,

tended to stress it more and more after 1800, he often

suggested that it was--in the long run--a means to good,

and that good inevitably prevailed.176 He felt, for

example, that evil passions and thoughts were indirectly

good because they provided stimuli which promoted life.177

He tried to demonstrate in physiological terms, then, that

the Fall was beneficial because it was necessary for

"animal economy"--a kind of biological version of the para-

dox of the fortunate Fall:

The necessity of exercise to animal life is

indicated, by its being kindly imposed upon

man in paradise. The change which the human

body underwent by the fall, rendered the same

salutary stimulus necessary to its life, in

the more active form of labor. . . . In the

original constitution of human nature, we

were made to be stimulated by such passions

and emotions only as have moral good for their

objects. Man was designed to be always under

the influence of hope, love, and joy. By the

loss of his innocence, he has subjected him-

self to the dominion of passions and emotions

176See "Medicine Among Indians," 1779, Selected Writ-

ings, p. 282; James Searle, Jan. 21, 1778, Letters, I, I89;

Adams, Oct. 19, 1779, Letters, I, 2H2; Julia Rush, Oct.

3-9, 1793, Letters, II, 752; "1792-1813," p. 229, August

22, 1793; Nathanael Greene, April 15, 1782, Letters, I,

268; John Coakley Lettsom, April 8, 1785, Letters, I, 350;

Medical Inquiries and Observations, 9th ed. (Philadelphia,

I815), IV, 135 (paraphrased in Daniel J. Boorstin, 223 Lost

World of Thomas Jefferson, New York, 1998, p. 269 n. 270);

Adams,—Nov. IV, 1812, Letters, II, 1167.

 

 

177"A man's evil passions help to keep him alive no less

than his good ones" (Adams, Nov. 17, 1812, Letters, II, 1167).
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of a malignant nature; but they possess, in

common with such as are good, a stimulus which

renders them subservientato the purpose of

promoting animal life.

Even such "natural outlets of human life" as disease, war,

and old age prevented an excess of population that might

disorder the universe, eliminated tyrannical rulers and

"blundering ministers" of state, and relieved "the world

of old men who keep the minds of men in chains to old

prejudices."179

Rush thought that discord and suffering were often

disguised means to order and happiness. Observing that

antidotes for the diseases of one country were often located

in another, he concluded that this apparent inconsistency

disappeared when understood as part of God's larger plan:

Societies stand in need of each other as much

as individuals: and the goodness of the Deity

remains unimpeached when we suppose, that he

intended medicines to serve (with other arti-

cles) to promote that knowledge, humanity, and

politeness among the inhabitants of the earth,

which 3888 been so justly attributed to com—

merce.

173"Anima1 Life," 1799, Selected Writings, pp. 141,

lHH-lQS. See Boorstin, The Lost World of Thomas Jefferson,

pp. 199-150. Boorstin suggests that for—Rush "the greatest

human tragedy" became "nothing but a zoology lesson" (Ibid.,

p. 150). Rush, however, accepted "naturalistic" and CaIV1n-

istic versions of evil as complementary. He frequently

used natural history and medicine to reinforce and support

orthodox doctrines as well as Scriptural revelation.

179"Medicine Amon ' " ' 'g Indians, 1774, Selected Writin s,

p. 265; Boorstin, p. 175; "1792-1813," pp. 2I5, 2IG, I762

180"Medicine Among Indians," 177“, Selected Writings,

p. 282. See Boorstin, pp. 52-53.
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The French Revolution, he maintained, demonstrated that

"all evil is good in disguise," for it contained "nothing

but the seeds of great and universal happiness."181

In a letter to Adams, Rush developed his theory of

"universal good" by drawing upon Pope's Essay on Man:

The divine government in this world may be

compared to a dreary prospect of an exten-

sive and highly cultivated country on a

winter day. The last revolution of our

globe will clothe this prospect with all

the beauties of the vernal and all the

products of the autumnal months. It will

then appear that the apparent discord in

the being and end of all intelligent and

animated creatures was "Harmony not under-

stood," and that all their sufferings were

a necessary part of "universalggood."182

He contended, then, that good was eternal and evil, short—

lived. "The 'good that men do lives after them'; the evil

they have done . . . generally descends into the grave with

them."183

Recording his thoughts on the origin of evil in his

commonplace book in 1791, Rush, although still in the

context of orthodox theology, anticipated one of the key

concepts of Emerson's transcendentalism--that evil is the

absence of good. To eXpress this principle, Rush utilized,

as he so frequently did in his writings, scientific and

medical analogies. Just as cold was the result of the

lBlGriffith Evans, March n, 1796, Letters, II, 772.

182Adams, Oct. 31, 1807, Letters, II, 95u-955. See

Pope, Essay on Man (1773), I, 29I-292.

183Adams, Sept. n, 1811, Letters, II, 1100.
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absence of heat, darkness the absence of light, ignorance

the absence of knowledge, bodily pain and illness the ab-

sence of certain stimuli, so "may not moral evil be nothing

positive, but an absence only of moral good?" This, he

added, acquitted religion of the "awful charge" that God

had created sin. "He only withdrew his moral omnipresence

or energy from the wills of Devils and man, and sin followed."

Moreover, through Christ, good would eventually fill the

void. Again using a medical metaphor, Rush eXplained that

Sin, like disease, is weakness. It is des-

troyed by power, or strength, as disease is

by stimuli. Nothing is annihilated therefore

in the destruction of sin. Good, in the

form of power and love, fills its space. It

is conveyed into the human mind by means of

the holy Spirit. This Spirit expels nothing.

It only restores strength to weakness and

order to disorder, as stimuli cure gfiakness

and convulsions in the human body.1

A favorite saying of Rush's, and one that emphasized

his faith in the basic goodness and truth of all things,

was that "no good effort is lost."185 Although the good

181+"1789-1791," Autobiography, p. 193, May 9: 1791~
 

185To Jeremy Belknap, Aug. 25, 1790, Letters, I,

571, Rush wrote, "Let us always remember that no good

effort is lost. . . ." He wrote Jefferson, Oct. 6, 1800,

Letters, II, 825, "'No good effort is lost' was a favorite

saying of the late Dr. Jebb. A truth cannot perish al—

though it may sleep for centuries. The Republics of

America are the fruits of the precious truths that were

disseminated in the speeches and publications of the

republican patriots in the British Parliament one hundred

and sixty years ago." Dr. Jebb is apparently John Jebb

(1736-1786), English clergyman, physician, and writer

whose Works in three volumes appeared in 1787 (Letters,

II, 827 n. 5).
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was often hidden in an action, its truth would prevail

in the long run--as he put it to James Madison:

Truths resemble trees--some ripen in a short

time, while others require half a century or

more to bring them to perfection. But the

seeds of the latter must be planted, as well

as of the former, by somebody. To plant a

forest tree, says Dr. Johnson, is the most

disinterested act of benevolence a man can

perform, fOr it is impossible for him to live

long enough afterwards to enjoy any benefit

from his labor. To sow the seed of a truth

or of a revolution in favor of human happiness

that requires many years to ripen it, is

equally a mark of disinterested benevolence.

The seeds of truth differ from the seeds of

plants in one particular. None of them are,

ever lost. Like matter, they are indestruct-

IEIe In their very nature. ggey produce fruit

in other ages or countries.1

 

That Rush grOped toward a belief in the validity of

intuitive truth, as Opposed to the rational, was the most

significant romantic concept in his thought. It was true

that, in his lectures on animal life (1799), he rejected

the theory of innate ideas and insisted on the empirical

185Madison, Feb. 27, 1790, Letters, I, suo-5u1.

"Truth, though slow, is sure in Its Operation," he told John

Coakley Lettsom. "Like spirit, it is indestructible and

unquenchable in its nature. No particle of it can be lost.

Sow plentifully, and a plentiful harvest will ensue. If

not immediately, certainly in due time. Remember there is

the same difference between seeds of truth that there is

between the seeds of plants. Some are annual, some biannual,

while some like the trees of the forest require half a

century before they arrive at perfection" (Lettsom, Sept.

28, 1787, Letters, I, ”#2). Religious truth, Rush thought,

was often EEHEEEIed in the Scriptures. The time would come,

however, when "those truths which have escaped our notice,

or, if discovered, have been thought to be opposed to each

other, or to be inconsistent with themselves, will then

like the stones of Solomon's temple, be found so exactly

to accord with each other, that they shall be cemented

without noise or force, into one simple and sublime system

of religion" ("The Bible as a School Book," 1791, Selected

Writings, p. 222).



266

source of all knowledge.187 But it was equally true that

in his letters, commonplace books, and essays he considered

the idea that there were certain native powers of the mind

not solely derived from external impressions. He wrote

John Howard, the prison reformer, that no moral truth was

"more self-evident" than the necessity of eliminating

188
capital punishment. He characterized John Witherspoon

as one who "seemed to arrive at truth intuitively. He

made use of his reasoning powers only to communicate it

189
to others." He frequently spoke of an inherent "sense

190
of Deity" in the mind. He commented on the quickness of

Robert Morris' perceptions and John Adams' "most vigorous

internal resources of mind."191 He noted "that the eagle

eye of genius often darts its views beyond the notice of

."192 He stressed that "There is a native love

"193

facts. .

of truth in the human mind.

187"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, pp. l77-178-
 

188Howard, Oct. In, 1789, Letters, I, 527.

189"Travels Through Life," p. 51.

190See "On the Utility of a Knowledge of the Faculties

and Operations of the Mind to a Physician," Sixteen Intro-

ducto Lectures (Philadelphia, 1811), p. 257; Diseases of

the Mind (Philadelphia, 1812), p. 10.

191"Travels Through Life," p. 198; James Currie, JU1Y

26, 1796, Letters, II, 779.

192"The Influence of Physical Causes upon the Moral

Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, p. 189.

193"The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 119.
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Rush, however, did not exhaust his thinking on the

subject with these brief considerations. Elsewhere he

develOped at greater length the idea of a mental percep-

tion that seemed to transcend the limitations of the

senses and reason, a mental faculty that Rush never quite

defined or assimilated into Lockean and Hartleian psychol-

ogy.19”

We have already noted in section II how Rush used

the term fermentation to describe the reasoning process,
 

working from empirical facts. In his autobiography, how-

ever, he used the term in a sense that suggested "intui-

tion." Describing the development of his medical system,

he reported that after much reading, thinking, and observ-

ing, "a few rays of light broke in upon my mind. . . ."

The leading principle of his system "was obtruded upon me

suddenly while I was walking the floor of my study. It

lgl‘tRush, however, was certainly not unique in accept-

ing "self-evident" or a riori truth, for the Revolutionary

Age in America, increa§ineg dissatisfied with Lockean

epistemology, accepted as self-evident certain principles

that defied scientific proof and logic. The age accepted,

for example, natural rights as self-evident truths which

justified rebellion against England. Thus Jefferson, in

the Declaration of Independence, asserted that "We hold

these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created

equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain

unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty,

and the pursuit of Happiness." For a perceptive discussion

of the gradual shift from rationalism to an acceptance of

self-evident, intuitive truth in America from 1770 to 1830,

see Russel B. Nye, The Cultural Life of the New Nation,

l776-_1___830 (New York, I960), pp. 73778?" ""' _-
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was like a ferment introduced into my mind. It produced

in it a constant endless succession of decompositions and

new arrangements of facts and ideas upon medical subjects."

He also observed that the adoption of republican principles

"acted like a ferment in my mind," which by producing

"commotions" and a "precipitation of the feculencies of

error," led him "to try the foundations" of his beliefs in

education, medicine, and many other subjects. He noted

too that in sickness many ideas were "obtruded upon my mind"

and that teaching stimulated "new combinations in my mind."195

David Hartley's associationism accounted for much of this,

of course, but some aspects seemed to go beyond it. There

was, for one thing, the idea that insight came in a "flash":

"a few rays of light broke in," "obtruded upon me suddenly."196

Moreover, the description of the processes of the mind as

a fermentation producing decomposition of ideas and facts

was an organic, not the usual 18th-century mechanistic,

image of the mind.

Rush, therefore, was aware of the ability of the mind

to apprehend knowledge beyond reason, and he speculated

195"Travels Through Life," pp. 87, 89, 91. "The mid-

night cry of 'past twelve o'clock' has often found me

insensible to the cold of winter and the heat of summer

while I have been engaged with ineffable delight in forming

a new arrangement of facts in order to derive from them new

principles and new modes of treating diseases" (Adams, Dec.

26, 1811, Letters, II, 1115).

196When in his lectures on animal life Rush spoke of

the unrestrained, spontaneous pouring forth of the imagina-

tion, he again suggested this swiftness of perception

("Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 161).
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upon this in several entries in his commonplace book.

"There are intellectual as well as physical miracles," he

wrote in 1811. "Whatever occurs contrary to the usual

"197 In
modes of acting of the understanding is a miracle.

an entry in 1807 on the origin of human and divine knowledge,

Rush considered the problem of knowledge from other than

empirical sources--he called such "discoveries from acci-

dents" "Revelations" or "intellectual inspiration." While

maintaining that most "distinguished improvement and inno-

vation" came from discoveries that arose "from seminal

principles previously discovered" (such as the "multipli-

city of languages from 2” letters of the alphabet"), he

nevertheless recognized the existence of accidental dis-

coveries, not based on fact or principle, that "should be

"198 Insightconsidered as intellectual inspiration.

through "accident," therefore, led to important truth,

perhaps new "seminal principles," in science, philosOphy,

government, and religion. Reason was so weak and inade-

quate in human affairs, Rush told Adams in 1790, that much

of the wisdom in government and "most of the valuable

discoveries in philOSOphy have been the effects of accident."199

"As in the works of nature," he noted in 1788, "discoveries

197"l792-1813," p. 339, Aug. 8, 1811. He referred to

this as "Knowledge by inspiration" in his notes on "The

Best Means of Acquiring Knowledge" (Ibid., p. 388).

198Ibid., p. 272, Sept. 8, 1807.

199Adams, April 13, 1790, Letters, I, 5H5.
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have often been made by accident and by men of plain

understanding without education, so truths have often been

brought to light from the Bible by accident or by persons

of little or no education."200

Rush also examined the idea that there were dormant

capacities in the mind-—mental powers perhaps capable of

perceiving non-empirical truth. He apparently derived

the concept from John Stewart, an adventurous world travel-

ler, whose observations on the mind Rush recorded in his

commonplace book:

He said that the mind of man contained immense

powers in a dormant state, and that his pur-

suit was to find them out by conversing with

men of all countries and descriptions. Habit,

education and learning, he said, had depressed

the human powers. By education he did not mean

the letters and sounds such as Latin and Greek

taught at School, but the collision of man with

man by conversation. The laborious pursuits

of man, he said, depressed his intellect and

reduced him to mere matter. A Buckle maker in

time, he said, became a Buckle, and a Button

maker a Button.

200Mary Stockton, Sept. 7, 1788. Letters, I: 483-

201"1789-179l," p. 210, Oct. 7, 1791. Compare Emer-

son's The American Scholar: "The old fable covers a doctrine

ever new and sublime; that there is One Man,--present to

all particular men only partially, or through one faculty;

and that you must take the whole society to find the whole

man. . . . The fable implies, that the individual, to

possess himself, must sometimes return from his own labor

to embrace all the other laborers. But unfortunately,

this original unit, this fountain of power, has been so

distributed to multitudes, has been so minutely subdivided

and peddled out, that it is spilled into drops, and cannot

be gathered. The state of society is one in which the

members have suffered amputation from the trunk, and strut

about so many walking monsters,--a good finger, a neck, a

stomach, an elbow, but never a man. Man is thus metamor-

phosed into a thing, into many things. The planter, who
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"We are born," he wrote in 1799, "with the senses or capaci-

ties to earthly objects. May there not be similar capacities

dormant in our minds to divine objects, to be opened in a

future state when not opened here?"202 Without revelation,

Rush noted in his journal in 1807, "all our capacities

would have been dormant. What may we not be from future

Revelations—-perhaps as many dormant: capacities as have

been evoked by Revelation."203

"All the faculties and propensities of the mind," he

recorded in his journal, "are intended for some use. Here

we know no more of them than a foetus does of its lungs,

gullet, 8c. before birth. All misplaced and useful pas-

sions . . . shall be employed in their supreme good."20u

 

is Man sent out into the field to gather food, is seldom

cheered by any idea of the true dignity of his ministry.

He sees his bushel and his cart, and nothing beyond, and

sinks into the farmer, instead of Man on the farm. The

tradesman scarcely ever gives an ideal worth to his work,

but is ridden by the routine of his craft, and the soul is

subject to dollars. The priest becomes a form; the attorney,

a statute-book; the mechanic, a machine; the sailor, a rope

of a ship" (The American Tradition i3 Literature, ed.

Sculley Bradley,—RiEhmond Croom Beatty, andgE. Hudson Long,

rev. ed., New York, 1961, I, 1037).

  

202"l792-1813," p. 287, Nov. 17, 1799.

203Ibid., p. 272, Sept. 8, 1807-

201+Ibid., p. 3H2. "The extent of the moral powers and

habits in man is unknown. It is not improbable, but the

human mind contains principles of virtue, which have never

yet been excited into action." Pointing out the "stupendous

understandings" of men like Newton and the "immeasurable

flights of imagination" in Shakespeare and Milton, Rush con-

cluded that "if the history of mankind does not furnish

similar instances of the versatility and perfection of our

species in virtue, it is because the moral faculty has been

the subject of less culture and fewer experiments than . . .

the intellectual powers of the mind" ("Moral Faculty," 1786,

Selected Writings, p. 208).
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Physicians, he stressed, should observe mental diseases

closely, since they often produced discoveries of secret

powers of the mind; "like convulsions of the earth, which

throw up metals and precious stones, they would otherwise

"205
have been unknown forever. In his essay on the moral

faculty, Rush expressed almost poetically the awesome

mystery and complexity of the human mind:

From a review of our subject, we are led

to contemplate with admiration, the curious

structure of the human mind. How distinCt

are the number, and yet how united! How

subordinate and yet how coequal are all its

faculties! How wonderful is the action of

the mind upon the body! Of the body upon

the mind!--And of the divine spirit upon b°t965

What a mystery is the mind of man to itself!

In examining the imagination, Rush granted to it much

more than the subservient role assigned to it in Lockean

psychology. Locke considered it as fancy or wit, as a

power of seeing resemblances, of discerning analogies be-

tween things apparently unlike, hence, the power of making

poetic similes and metaphors. But it was a decidedly

inferior power, Locke believed, to judgment or reason,

because it was irresponsible, not caring about the "truth"

207
or "reality" of its conceits. Rush, however, like the

205Purnell MS. (Medical and Chirurgical Faculty Library,

Baltimore), p. 50; in I. Woodbridge Riley, "Benjamin Rush

as Materialist and Realist," Bulletin of Johns HOBkinS

Hospital, XVIII (1907), 89. "“““"""“"

205"Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, pp. 207-208.
 

 

207John Locke, An Essay Concernin Human Understand-

ing (1690), II, xi, 3? EaSiI WlIIey, The Seventeenth

Cghtur Background (Garden City, New York, 1953), p. 287.

For an illuminating discussion on Locke's views on poetry

and the imagination, see Willey, pp. 286-290.
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romantics, valued the imaginative faculty more highly and

assigned it greater powers than Locke.

Influenced by Hartley's Observations 22 Man, at times
 

be viewed the imagination as associational--The imagination

acts with great force upon the body, whether its numerous

associations produce pleasure or pain."208 But usually

(anticipating Wordsworth and Coleridge) Rush delegated

"associations of ideas and words" to a lesser faculty of

the mind called fancy or "wit"--"the profane and indelicate

"209--and assigned to thecombination of extravagant ideas

imagination creative, almost intuitive, powers.

In contrast to Locke, Rush tended to equate the powers

of the imagination with those of the understanding. He

praised the "brilliancy" of Adams' imagination as well as

the "force" of his reason.210 While "we feel a veneration

bordering upon divine homage" when contemplating the

"stupendous" understanding of Newton, nevertheless "our

eyes grow dim, in attempting to pursue Shakspeare and

Milton in their immeasurable flights of imagination."211
 

Rush acknowledged that "the imagination" was one of those

faculties of the mind which "act most unequivocally in

208"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 188.

According to Hartley, the imagination had only the powers

of associating ideas together in categories of pleasure

and pain.

209Benjamin Vaughan, Oct. 22, 1806, Letters, II,

932; "Duties of a Physician," 1789, Selected Writings,

p. 310.

2”Adams, June 2, 1812, Letters, II, l137.

211"Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, p. 208.
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promoting life."212 Accepting the influence of the imagina-

tion in curing diseases, he urged physicians therefore to

avail themselves "of the aid which these powers of the mind

present to us, in the strife between life and death."213

In discussing the concept of the imagination, Rush

suggested that its powers were not altogether conditioned

by external impressions, but were in part innate, mysterious,

creative. "In poets the talent of rhyming," he observed,

"is the result of original organization of the brain."2l"

To refute the theory that the soul migrated from the body

in cases of apparent death, Rush maintained it was actually

the imagination that "conducts the whole mind" to heaven

or hell, just as it "transports" the mind in dreams "to

"215 "The effusionsnumerous andcfistant parts of the world.

even of the imagination," he emphasized, ". . . are entitled

to respect." They should not be considered "chimerical,"

for "they often become the germs of future discoveries."216

In a brief statement in his journal in 1811, on the origin

of human knowledge, he praised the creative power of genius:

"The pen, the pencil, the chisel, and the brush from habit

partake of the genius that directs them, and now and then

212"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 14”.

213"Duties," 1789, Selected Writings, p. 313.

21"Benjamin Vaughan, Oct. 22, 1806, Letters, II, 932.

215"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, pp. 163-

16”.

216Ibid., p. 161.
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as it were involuntarily strike out beauties which were not

intended by the hand that guided them, and which cannot be

imitated afterwards even by their authors."217

Rush's concept of the moral sense was another example

of how he moved toward a kind of intuitionalism in his

thinking. The moral faculty, he believed, was a native,

innate principle that enabled man to perceive moral truth

immediately, without reflection. In his essay on "The

Bible as a School Book," he denied that the Bible was

God's only revelation to man. "I believe in an internal

revelation, or a moral principle, which God has implanted

in the heart of every man, as the precursor of his final

dominion over the whole human race." Philosophers, he

contended, must explore "how much this internal revelation

accords with the external." He was confident, however,

that Scriptural revelation was a surer path to moral truth

than the internal.218

In his essay on The Influence of Physical Causes upon
 

the Moral Faculty, Rush detailed the characteristics of the

moral faculty--that "capacity in the human mind of distin-

guishing good and evil, or, in other words, virtue and

vice."219 Although he devoted most of the essay to a

discussion of the many physical causes (such as climate,

2l7"l792..1813," p. 297, Sept. 2, 1811.

213"The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, pp. 126-127.
 

219Selected Writings, p. 181.
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disease, sleep, silence, music) that influenced the moral

faculty, he emphasized that it was an innate faculty of

the mind apart from the senses and reason. "It is a native

principle," he explained, "and though it be capable of

improvement by experience and reflection, it is not derived

from either of them."220 The moral faculty, Rush warned,

was not to be confused with conscience, which was "a dis-

(1.11221

tinct and independent capacity of the min Comparing

the two faculties, Rush stressed that the moral faculty

acted with spontaneity and without deliberation:

The moral faculty is what the schoolmen call

the "regula regulans;" the conscience is their

"regula regulata;" or, to speak in more modern

terms, the moral faculty performs the office of

a lawgiver, while the business of conscience is

to perform the duty of a judge. The moral

faculty is to the conscience, what taste is to

the judgment, and sensation to perception. It

is quick in its Operations, and like the sensi-

tive plant, acts without reflection, while

conscience follows with deliberate steps, and

measures all her aegigns by the unerring square

of right and wrong.

220Ibid. Rush quoted St. Paul's description of the

moral faculty in Romans, ii, 19-15: "For when the Gentiles

which have not the law, do by nature the things contained

in the law, these, having not the law, are a law unto them-

selves; which show the works of the law writtEh—in their

hearts, their consciences also, bearing witness, and their

Ehoughgs the mean while accusing, or else excusing, another"

Ibid. .

221Ibid. Rush felt this was evident from St. Paul's

statement that the conscience accused or excused man from

a breach of the law written in the heart (Ibid.).

222Ibid., pp. 181-182. Rush also noted that the two

generally existed in exact ratio to each other, but not

always. The understanding, he believed, was the seat of

the conscience and the will, the seat of the moral faculty

(Ibid., p. 182). This raises the question whether Rush
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To Rush the "universal and essential existence of a

moral faculty in the human mind" was not to be disputed.

The fact that certain African tribesmen lacked moral sensi-

bility no more invalidated the proposition than their low

intelligence proved reason was not natural to the human

species. Although he agreed with Locke that some savages

were completely without the moral faculty, he could not

agree with him that they (or man in general) originally

lacked this principle.223 Using analogical reasoning, Rush

attempted to prove its universal existence:

As well might we assert, because savages destroy

their beauty by painting and cutting their faces,

that the principles of taste do not exist natur-

ally in the human mind. It is with virtue as with

fire. It exists in the mind, as fire does in

certain bodies, in a latent or quiescent state.

As collision renders the one sensible, so educa-

tion renders the other visible. It would be as

absurd to maintain, because olives become agree-

able to many people from habit, that we have no

natural appetites for any other kind of food, as

to assert that any part of the human species

exist without a moral principle, because in some

of them it has wanted causes to excite it into

action, or has been perverted by example. There

are appetites that are wholly artificial. There

are tastes so entirely vitiated, as to perceive

beauty in deformity. There are torpid and

unnatural passions. Why, under certain unfavour-

able circumstances, may there not exist also a

moral faculty, in a state of sleep, or subject to

mistakes?

 

felt the moral faculty was determined since he denied the

freedom of the will. The answer would seem to be yes,

yet he defined the moral faculty as an independent power,

not derived from experience or reason (though conditioned

by them), capable of choosing good and evil.

223Ibid., pp. 188-189.

22”Ibid., p. 189.





278

"It must afford great pleasure to the lovers of virtue,"

he concluded happily, "to behold the depth and extent of

this moral principle in the mind."225

Having proved-—ironically in a most rational way--

that the intuitive moral faculty was universally found in

the human species, Rush then contended that the moral sense,

not reason or taste, was the most reliable source of moral

truth and social well-being:

Happily for the human race, the intimations of

duty and the road to happiness are not left

to the slow Operations or doubtful inductions

of reason, nor to the precarious decisions of

taste. Hence we often find the moral faculty

in a state of vigour in persons, in whom reason

and taste exist in a weak, or in an uncultiv-

ated state. It is worthy of notice, likewise,

that while second thoughtsare best in matters

of judgment, first thoughts are always to be

preferred in matters that relate to morality.

Second thoughts, in these cases, are generally

parlies between duty and corrupted inclinations.

Hence Rousseau has justly said, that "a well

regulated moral instinct is the surest guide to

happiness."226

Rush's concept of the moral faculty, therefore, revealed

again his conviction that Locke's epistemology did not ex-

plain the origin of human knowledge adequately. Moreover,

when Rush borrowed the term "moral faculty" from Beattie

"because it conveys . . . the idea of a capacity in the

mind Of choosing good and evil" and acknowledged that the

concept was much the same as Hutcheson's "moral sense,"

Adam Smith's "the sympathy," Rousseau's "moral instinct,"

and St. John's "the light that lighteth every man that

225Ibid., p. 190.

226Ibid.
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cometh into the world," he aligned himself with the early

prOponents of Scottish common sense realism in America.227

By accepting the idea of an innate moral sense capable of

perceiving moral truth intuitively Rush, like other common

sense realists, anticipated the transcendental faith in the

intuition.228

Rush indicated his dissatisfaction with Lockean

empiricism, then, by ascribing powers to the mind that

transcended experience and reflection. First, he described

the operation of the mind as a fermenting process. Second,

he maintained that intellectual inspiration frequently led

to important discoveries of principles. Third, he con-

tended that the mind contained dormant capacities which,

when properly used, enabled man to receive divine truths.

227Ibid., pp. 182—183.

228See Nye, The Cultural Life of the New Nation, 1776-

1830, p. 36. In hi3 "Thoughts on eBEWSH‘SEHEe" (1791),

however, Rush suggested that the term "common sense" was

used "improperly to designate a faculty of the mind."

Differing with Thomas Reid's definition of the term as a

faculty "possessing quick and universal perception of

right and wrong, of truth and error and of prOpriety and

impropriety in human affairs," Rush defined it as opinions

and feelin s in unisOn with the Opinions and feelings of

Eh? BuIE of mEhklnd." Thus i?_Was evident, he felt, that

Ehfimon seh§e varlea "with the progress of taste, science,

and religion." For example, it was contrary to common

sense to favor republicanism in Europe or monarchy in

America; it was contrary to common sense to use opium, bark,

mercury, or the lancet, but agreeable to it to revenge

public and private injuries by wars and duels. In short,

"to say that a man has common sense, is to say he thinks

with his age and country, in their false, as well as their

true Opinions" ("Thoughts on Common Sense," Essags, Literary,

Moral 8 Philosophical, Philadelphia, 1798, pp. , -

255; Riley, "Behjamin Rush as Materialist and Realist,"

pp. 89-90).
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Fourth, he added to the associative powers Of the imagination

an extra dimension of creativity. Finally, he asserted that

the moral faculty possessed the power to discern moral truth

without the aid of the senses or reason.

His speculations about the validity of non-empirical

truth, as well as his occasional remarks on primitivism,

mystery in nature, and evil as illusion, revealed latent

romantic tendencies in Rush's thinking which paradoxically

conflicted with the fundamentally empirical and material-

istic foundations of his philosophy. Rush's latent,

tentative romanticism demonstrated the fecundity of a mind

that refused to be bound to any one philosophical system.

Though he primarily reflected 18th-century rationalistic

thought, he anticipated some of the paths American thought

followed during the American Renaissance.



VI. Rush's Skeptical Fideism

A persistent tendency toward Pyrrhonistic skepticism

characterized Rush's philOSOphical thought after 1800,

although Rush, because he associated libertinism and atheism

with skepticism, probably would have denied it.229 At

least he revealed attitudes toward human nature, progress,

and religion that were strikingly similar to those of

philosophical skeptics like John Dryden and Jonathan

229According to Louis I. Bredvold, philosophical

skepticism, not to be confused with religious unbelief, was

a form of anti-rationalism based on the teachings of the

Greek philOSOpher Pyrrho of Elis, who taught that all knowl-

edge is uncertain and vain and that complete indifference

to all philosophical assertions is the best way to achieve

intellectual felicity. The true philOSOphical discipline

is to balance every proposition against its Opposite, in

order to demonstrate the uncertainty of both. Ideally,

then, the philosopher, by cultivating this balance, main-

tained an inner tranquillity. "Naturally, such a man,"

Bredvold notes, "will be neither a revolutionist nor a

martyr; he could never have sufficient confidence in any

Opinion to justify suffering inconvenience for it; he would

have no reason for not conforming to the usages of society

and the ritual of religion which he finds practised in

his community. Pyrrho, the first great philOSOphical

sceptic, was therefore a conformist and traditionalist in

ethics, politics, and religion." As a school stressing

the value of intellectual humility, Pyrrhonism was used

by Montaigne, Pascal, Browne, Dryden, Swift, and others

to support Christian faith and tradition against deistic

rationalism and Protestant individualism. Such a con-

servatism was not merely a blind admiration for the status

quo, but a fear that, bad as things were, they would become

worse if depraved men tampered with them. An awareness

of the weakness and unreliability of human nature therefore

formed the basis of philOSOphical skepticism (Louis I.

Bredvold, ed. "Introduction," The Best of Dryden, New

York, 1933, pp. xxvii-xxxiv; BFEHVOIH, The Intellectual

Milieu B: John Dryden, Ann Arbor, 193”, pp. 16:h6).

281
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Swift.230 He exhibited, for example, the same hostility

toward reason as Dryden (in Religio Laici) and Swift (in
 

Gulliver's Travels)--he increasingly disparaged human reason
 

and distrusted subtle, abstract speculation. Like Swift,

he scornfully berated mankind for its weakness and folly

which seemed to doom social progress, and stressed the

value of intellectual humility. "St. Paul says we know

religion but in part," Rush observed. "The same thing may

be said Of all subjects and every portion or atom Of matter."231

230See Louis I. Bredvold, in The Intellectual Milieu

of John Dryden, who discusses the skeptibal and fideistic

hhadition of Pyrrhonism as it bears on Dryden's thought;

and John A. Yunck, "The Skeptical Faith of Jonathan Swift,"

The Personalist, XLII (Autumn, 1961), 533-559. Swift, as

one of Rush's favorite writers, influenced the physician's

style as well as the satiric tone found in his work after

1790. Rush frequently cited Swift as a model for prose

style. "My great partiality to Swift, Hume, Bolingbroke,

and Sir W. Temple as models of fine writing," he wrote,

"leads me to prefer SIMPLICITY to everything else in composi-

tion" (David Ramsay, Nov. 5, 1778, Letters, I, 219). "At

22 years of age I read Lowth's Introduction to the grammar

of our language and Hume's History gngngIand, as also

some of Swift's works. By means of these authors I learned

to put words together. . ." (Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters,

I, 529). He recommended to his son James that "in compOSIng

letters or other things, always make choice of those words

which are a ro riate to the idea you wish to convey. . . .

Recollect Dean Ew1ft's definition of style. It is "proper

words in their prOper places'" (James Rush, March 29, 1803,

Letters, II, 861. The quote is from Swift's Letter to 3

Youn Gentleman lately Entered into Holy Orders, I72I7.

SWift's influence is seen in the sardonic tone of much of

his correspondence, eSpecially to John Adams, after 1790

and the satiric allegorical dreams that so delighted Adams

(to Benjamin Rush, Oct. 25, 1809, Old Famil Letters:

Co ied from the Originals for Alexdhder Biddle, Series A,

Philadelphlaj—i892, p. 29677—'In his journal, May I859,

Rush wrote an imitation of Swift's A Tale of 2.2223 in

order to ridicule the controversy oh the diVine origin of

EpiSCOpal and Presbyterian ordination ("Commonplace Book,

1792-1813," Autobio ra h , ed. George W. Corner, Princeton,

1998, pp. 277-279, fiay IEOQ. Rush included the parody in

a letter to Adams, Dec. 5, 1809, II, Letters, 1027-1028).

233-"1792-1813," Autobiography, p. 335, ca. 1809.
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In the manner Of the philosophical skeptics, he also

tended to balance opposites in his philosophical and re—

ligious views--countering necessity with liberty, monistic

materialism with dualistic occasionalism, rationalism with

anti-rationalism, empiricism with intuitionalism, facts

with principles in the practice of medicine, and Calvinism

with Arminianism. Thus one of the great reformers of the

Revolutionary Age in America finally doubted the efficacy

of social amelioration--through human efforts, certainly.

A belief in fideism was another characteristic of

traditional skepticism that Rush displayed in his thought

during the last decade of his life.232 Returning to his

youthful religiosity, he increasingly argued for the primacy

of Christian faith over reason and science in achieving

social well-being. His utopian vision, moreover, gradually

shifted from an earthly and immediate to a heavenly and far

distant millennium. Yet a paradox existed in Rush's fideistic

anti-rationalism, for few ever urged fideism and attacked

reason more rationally. His logical, rational bent of mind

recalls Swift and Dryden again. T. Wedel's description of

Swift as "a rationalist with no faith in reason" applies to

Rush as well.233 "The rationalist who distrusts reason may

232Professor Yunck defines "fideism" as a "religious

belief which grows out of a deeply felt recognition of the

limitations of the human instruments of knowledge and reason,

without rejecting the validity of reason within limitations"

(Yunck, "The Skeptical Faith of Jonathan Swift," p. 552

n. 9). On fideism, see Bredvold, pp. 29-83; 73-129.

233T. Wedel, "On the PhiIOSOphical Backgrounds of

Gulliver's Travels," Studies 23 Philology, XXIII (1926),

M50; quoted in Yunck, p. 537.
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have been a rare paradox in the eighteenth century," Yunck

notes, "but he was common in Christian tradition."23” Rush

the philOSOphical materialist, therefore, also became the

skeptical fideist.

In 1800 Rush recorded in his autobiography that his

conversion to Republicanism produced his skeptical frame of

mind:

This great and active truth became a ferment

in my mind. I now suspected error in every

thing I had been taught, or believed, and as

far as I was able began to try the foundations

of my Opinions upon many other subjects. The

sequel of my scepticism and investigations will

appear hereafter. It has been said that there

is no such thing as a solitary error in the

human mind. The same may be said of truths.

They are all related, and delight in Society.235

Nonetheless, because Rush was hostile to the atheistic

implications of skepticism, he deplored the irreligious

influence of La Rochefoucauld's Maxims and admired Beattie's

refutation of Hume's skeptical doctrines.236 Though the

libertine skepticism of men like La Rochefoucauld, Rochester,

and Hume appraised human nature as severely as Augustinian

and Calvinistic theologians, its secular spirit was quite

alien to the fideistic strain of skepticism found in Rush's

thought.

23”Yunck, p. 589. Pascal, for example, was a fideist

who revealed this paradox. See Bredvold, pp. 37-u0.

235"Travels Through Life," Autobiography, p. #6.
 

236"1792—1813," p. 315, June 5, 1809; Letters, I,

394 n. 1; James Kidd, November 25, 1793, Letters, II, 796-

747. "Reverberate over and over my love to Dr. Beattie,"

he wrote Kidd. "I cannot think of him without fancying

that I see Mr. Hume prostrate at his feet. He was the

David who slew that giant of infidelity" (Kidd, May 13,

1799, Letters, II, 7H8).
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A denigration of human reason was a characteristic

of skepticism quite discernible in Rush's thinking. In

the years before 1800 he valued reason highly. One of the

goals of America, he emphasized in 1788, was "to exalt the

human understanding."237 Such was the power of reason,

he believed, that it might eventually eradicate all evil

in the world.238 But even in the 1780's and 90's he began

to suspect its lack of effectiveness in improving society.

"Happily for the human race," he maintained in 1786, "the

intimations of duty and the road to happiness are not left

to the slow operations or doubtful inductions of reason,"

but rather to the dictates of the moral faculty.239 "The

influence of the imagination and passions, upon the under-

standing in its researches after truth," Rush observed in

1791, often led men to support errors :7.ealously.2L'0 In

237"To Friends of the Federal Government," Oct. 29,

1788, Letters, I, u95.

238John R. B. Rodgers, June 25, 1795, Letters, II, 752.

239"The Influence of Physical Causes upon the Moral

Faculty," 1786, The Selected Writings of Ben'amin Rush, ed.

Dagobert D. Runes (NewYorkj’IgEV), p.—I9U. One of the

limitations of reason, he noted in 1791, was that it

"acquires truth too slowly to act with effect . . ." ("Ob-

servations and Reasoning in Medicine," 1791, Selected

Writings, p. 2H6). Rush told Jeremy Belknap in I789 that

Human reason has been employed in vain" to eliminate

spirituous liquors (Belknap, July 13, 1789, Letters, I, 520).

 

2l+0"Observations and Reasoning," 1791, Selected Writ-

ings, pp. 246-247. In morality, reasoned indfibtions "are

generally parlies between duty and corrupted inclinations"

("Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, p. 190).
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a letter to Adams in 1790, Rush catalogued the deficiencies

of human reason:

Had the King of Prussia never said nor

wrote [sic] another sentence than the one you

have qudfdd from him upon human reason, he

would have deserved the high ranE he holds

among philosophers and kings. Mr. Boyle has

expressed the same idea but with much less

force. "We are governed," says this great

man, "by our prejudices, and not by our reason."

What did reason do in the council or the field

in the last American war? Were not most of the

wise measures of Congress the effects of passion,

accident, or necessity, and were not all the

successful movements or engagements of our army

little else than lucky blunders? Most of the

valuable discoveries in philosophy have been

the effects of accident. This is eminently the

case in medicine. We owe more to quacks, who

never reason, for useful and powerful articles

in the—Edhdhia medica, than to the learning

of M.D.'s.2”'l

Frederick II's maxim, "La Raison n'a jamais fait grande

chose," became, then, one of Rush's favorite sayings?"2

After 1800 Rush's scorn for human reason acquired

Swift's bitter tones. Half the peOple in Europe and America,

2|+lAdams, April 13, 1790, Letters, I, 585. "Frederick

the 2nd asks in his Seven Years War, 'What did human reason

ever do great in human affair82'-—Where great events are

brought a out apparently by human reason, men are often

I believe prompted to accomplish them by motives that are

contrary to right reason. I am led to make this remark by

recollecting the absurd and frivolous reasons which were

given by many of our patriots in 1776 for concurring in

the separation of our country from G. Britain. . . .

Indeed we were conducted with our eyes obliquely directed,

and backwards, in spite of ourselves, to the haven of peace

and independence. We are the causes of our own misery

in most cases, but our happiness came to be forced upon us

by the kind and invisible hand of heaven" (Adams, July 11,

1806, Letters, II, 92”).

2“Letters, I, SM? n. 2.
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he observed in 1801, were "contending for a new disorder
 

of things, that is, . . . for the empire of intoxicated

human reason in the affairs of the world."2”3 In a Swiftian

satire in which Rush imagined himself, as President, failing

to eliminate spirituous liquors, he concluded with a devas-

tating attack on reason:

"Hold, sir," said I. "You don't know the

peOple of the United States as well as I do;

they will submit to the empire of Reason,

and Reason will soon reconcile them to the

restrictions and privations of the law for

sobering and moralizing our citizens."

"Reason! Reason! Mr. President. Why, you

forget that it was Reason in the form of a

Goddess that produced all the crimes and

calamities of the French Revolution, and

that it was by a book entitled The Age of

Reason that Tom Paine demoralized hdIf‘fhe

Christian world. You forget too that men

are rational only, not reasonable creatures.

Have you never read the Posthumous Works of

Frederick the II of Prussia? You WiII there

find that great statesman as well as warrior

say, 'Reason never did any great in human

affairs.' And have you never read the story

of an Englishman who was so dissatisfied

with the expenses and follies of the British

government, in which everything was conducted

by assion, that he set out to visit a country

in ESla hnown by the name of the kingdom of

Reason. Upon being introduced to the prime

minister of the king, he told him he had come

from a great distance to do homage to a govern-

ment and a peOple that were governed wholly by

reason, and that he intended to end his days

among them. '0! sir,' said the minister, 'you

will repent the exchange you have made of your

country for ours. In your country, we are told,

men who have lost an arm or a leg in a battle

think themselves amply rewarded for their

 

2|“3John Montgomery, Aug. 5, 1801, Letters, II, 838.

To Rush, religious infidelity was a naturaI Vice of the

human understanding ("The Vices and Virtues of Physicians,"

1801, Selected Writings, p. 29%).
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misfortune by having a blue or red ribbon hung

over their shoulders, or the trifling mono-

syllables Sir or Lord attached to their names;

but in our—dduntry our generals and officers

laugh at those baubles and demand reasonable

rewards for their services and sacrifices of

their limbs, and these consist in large and

splendid houses, extensive tracts of land, and

pensions of many thousand pounds a year, by

which our country is broken down and ruined

by taxes, and instead of being the happiest,

we are the most miserable nation upon the face

of the earth. ' "2""

 

A few months before his death Rush summarized what eXperience

taught him about the human understanding: "I have been

educated in the unbelief . . . of the omnipotence of human

reason. . . ."ZL'5

Like Swift, Rush knew that, as a weak, foolish, ir-

rational creature whose actions constantly demonstrated the

truth Of the Fall, man himself was the chief obstacle to

progress, and like Swift, he grounded his anti-rationalism

on human depravity, one Of the basic tenets of Augustinian

and Calvinistic Christianity?"6 "If mankind," Rush wrote

Adams in 1808, "will prefer a monarchy to a republic,

2"”Adams, Sept. 15, 1808, Letters, II, 978.

245Adams, Dec. 19, 1812, Letters, II, 1171. Among the

causes of mental disease, Rush Iisted the efforts to pro-

duce "perfect order and happiness in morals and government,

by the Operations of human reason" (Diseases of the Mind,

Philadelphia, 1812, p. 36, in Nathan C. Goodmdh, Ben amin

5*‘151958
 

Rush, Physician and Citizen, 17M6-1813, Philadelp la, ,

p. 261).

2"'sYunck, p. 592. Yunck observes that Swift, in his

deprecation of human nature, "was out of touch not with

Christian doctrine but with the world around him: the

deists, the Cambridge Platonists, Shaftesbury, even Locke"

(Ibid. ) O
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commerce and war to an embargo, and drams, slings, grog,

and toddy to the wholesome liquors [such as water and

beer] . . . , I can only testify my sorrow for the

depravity of their political, moral, and physical inclina-

tions by weeping over their folly and madness."247 "But

enough of great men!" he declared to Adams, in speaking

of Washington, "--especially to one who has ceased to

believe in them from knowing so well how much littleness

is mixed with human greatness, how much folly with human

wisdom, and how much vice with the greatest attainments

"2H8
in human virtues. Rush, then, knew well man's tendency

to create a "breach in the symmetry of the divine govern-

ment": "It is peculiar to man, to divide what was intended

by the Author of nature to be indivisible. Religion and

morals, government and liberty, nay, even reason and the

senses, so happily paired by the Creator of the world,

. . . have each been disunited by the caprice and folly

Of man.u2ug

2l+7Adams, Sept. 16, 1808, Letters, II, 979.

2ngAdams, Oct. 1 , 1807, Letters, II, 953.

2"'9"Observations and Reasoning," 1791, Selected Wrig-

in s, p. 287. iIngratitude for benevolence was understandable,

Rush reminded Jefferson, if one considered "mankind as Solomon

considered them several thousand years ago, viz., as laboring

under madness" (Jefferson, Oct. 6, 1800, Letters, II, 825).

"The Scriptures speak of nations being drfihE‘Ehd of all the

individuals of the human race being mad" (hdams, Sept. 22,

1808, Letters, II, 989-985). "We ard‘ddvised to eat onions

in order to prevent our being offended with the breath of

persons who have eaten them. Is there no method of infect-

ing persons with madness in order to prevent their being

offended and distressed with the madness Of their friends
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Though Rush engaged actively in political, social,

economic, and religious reform, advocating mental health,

free public education, abolition, temperance, elimination

of capital punishment, pacifism, medical aid to the poor,

and trade unions, his skeptical awareness of human corrup-

tion and irrational behavior gradually dimmed his humani-

tarian fervor. His disillusion was apparent in 1788 when

he wrote Jeremy Belknap that "Ever since I was one-and-

twenty years of age, I have unfortunately been engaged in

combating vulgar errors or pOpular prejudices."250 ".

I know by experience as well as observation," he wrote in

his autobiography, "that an indiscreet zeal for truth,

justice, or humanity has cost more to the persons who have

exercised it, than the total want of zeal for any thing

good, or even zeal in false and unjust pursuits."251 "We

often hear of 'prisoners at large,'" he told Adams in 1811.

"The majority of mankind are madmen 3:.lgrgg. They differ

in their degrees of insanity, but I have sometimes thought

the most prominent in this general mental disease are those

men who by writing and reasoning attempt to cure

 

and the public? Nat. Lee the poet was asked in a cell

in Bethlehem hospital 'what brought him there.’ He answered,

'He had said the world was mad, but that the world had said

the same thing of him, and that he had been outvoted.‘

Do and say what we will, we shall I fear always he outvoted

by the fools and knaves and madmen of our country" (hdams,

March 2, 1809, Letters, II, 997).

250Belknap, Aug. 19, 1788, Letters, I, ual.

251"Travels Through Life," Autobiography, p. 82.
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them."252 Thus Rush replaced his hOpes for a healthy

society with the charge that America was rapidly becoming

socially insane.

Rush's skeptical disillusion with humanitarian reform,

therefore, eventually engulfed his greater vision of the

American mission. During the Revolution and the succeeding

years, Rush was preoccupied with the theme of America's

future greatness-~the vision of the new nation as a beacon

to liberty and happiness, as "the theater on which human nature

will reach its greatest civil, literary, and religious

honors."253 But as the years passed, he increasingly saw

this vision in terms of the distant future rather than of

his own times, something to be hOped for, perhaps never

realized. As he wrote Adams, ". . . let us console our-

selves with the hope that Our labors (like the conversations

of the people in winter at the North Pole described by Mr.

252Adams, July 20, 1811, Letters, II, 1090. Rush

included Adams "among the men who were so preeminent in

madness as to undertake the cure of the madness of mankind

by appeals to their reason. I have been a fellow laborer

with you in this irrational business. But we will console

ourselves with the comfortable reflection that we have

aimed well. Were we to live our lives over again and

engage in the same benevolent enterprize, our means should

be not reasoning but bleeding, purging, low diet, and

the tranquillizing chair" (Adams, Aug. 6, 1811, Letters,

II, 1092).

253Adams, July 2, 1788, Letters, I, use—059. Perhaps

Rush's most ecstatic vision of hierlca's mission appeared

in his address on "Medicine Among the Indians of North

America,"(177u, Selected Writings, pp. 290-292), but from

177” to 1792 he constantly reiterated the concept in his

essays, lectures, and letters.
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Addison, which froze as they came out of their mouths and

thawed in the spring) will in like manner be thawed by

time and produce the fruits in knowledge and happiness

in centuries to come."25"

Moreover, Rush's increasingly skeptical view of man's

weak, vacillating nature led him to place less faith in

the efforts of individuals and more in heavenly providence,

in his dream of a great society. He no longer expected

"any change for the better in our affairs from the exertions

of an individual, however well disposed he may be to accom-

plish it."255 He was certain, he told Adams, that "For

wise purposes it has pleased God to conceal from us the

precise £3235 in which the prophecies are to be accomplished.

The attempts of bad men to defeat them and of good men to

accelerate them would probably have increased in a great

degree the miseries of our world from human ambition and

folly."256 Since human institutions failed to improve the

human condition, Rush concluded that mankind's only hope

was fideistic--a faith in a new millennial order of things

to come:

Never perhaps was there a time in which there

was more to fear from the wickedness and folly,

and less to hope from the virtue and wisdom,

of man. A newspaper, once the vehicle of

pleasing and useful intelligence, is now the

2“Adams, Sept. 22, 1808, Letters, II, 985.

2551bid., II, 983-98”.

255Adams, Jan. 13, 1809, Letters, II, 993.
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sad record only of misery and crimes. All

systems of political order and happiness

seem of late years to have disappointed their

founders and advocates. Civilization, science,

and commerce have long ago failed in their

attempts to improve the condition of mankind,

and even liberty itself, from which more was

expected than from all other human means, has

lately appeared to be insufficient for that

purpose. . . . My only hope for suffering

and depressed humanity is derived from a

belief in a new and divine order of things

which we are told will be introduced into our

world by the influence of the gospel upon

individuals and nations. It was predicted

of the Messiah that he would be "the desire

of all nations." Should the present system

of Vidlence and subjugation of the nations

continue, that prOphecy must soon be fulfilled,

for I believe there is at this time scarcely a

nation upon the face of the earth that is

satisfied with its government or its rulers

and that would not exchange both for others,

though probably, in their present state of

ignorance, not for the government of the future

King of Saints and Nations. A few more years

of suffering will probably bring about the

fulfillment of the prOphecy and render him

indeed the'fiesire of Ell nations."257

At other times Rush pessimistically rejected his utopian

hopes for America altogether. In cataloguing the political,

social, and economic corruption of a "bedollared nation,"

Rush remarked bitterly to Adams that "I feel pain when I

am reminded of my exertions in the cause of what we called

liberty, and sometimes wish I could erase my name from the

Declaration of Independence."258 As his vision of the

American mission faded, he developed a scorn as devastating

257Adams, June 10, 1806, Letters, II, 919.

258Adams, June 13, 1808, Letters, II, 955. In his

reply, Adams rebuked Rush for this remark (Old Family

Letters, A, p. 189).
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as Swift's--as seen in this "epitaph" on American liberties:

Here 1i e interred

the liberties of the United States.

They were purchased with much treasure and blood,

and by uncommon exertions of talents and virtues.

Their dissolution was brought on by the cheap-

ness of suffrage in some of the states, by a

funding system which begat banks and lotteries

and land speculations, and by the removal of

Congress to the city of Washington, a place so

unfriendly to health, society, and instructing

intercourse, and so calculated to foster party

and malignant passions, that wise and good men

considered a seat in it as a kind of banishment,

in consequence of which the government fell

into the hands of the young and ignorant and

needy part of the community, and hence the loss

of the respect and obedience due to laws, and

hence one of the causes of the downfall of the

last and only free country in the world.

In a final ironical gesture at reform, Rush suggested

satirically that medical remedies might "cure" the nation's

maladies:

The remedies for a yellow fever would do wonders

with the heads of the men who now move our

world. Ten and ten (as our dose of calomel and

jalap were called in 1793) would be a substitute

for a fistula in the bowels of Bonaparte.

Bleeding would probably lessen the rage for

altering the Constitution of Pennsylvania in the

259Adams, Oct. 2, 1810, Letters, II, 1057-1055. In a

letter to Adams in 1812, Rush asEed, "Would it not have

been more correct, and more in unison with our habits and

principles, had Congress instead of declaring war sent an

advertisement to be published in all the newspapers in

EurOpe drawn up in some such form as the following? 'For

Sale-to the highest bidder. The United States of America.

Terms of payment--A bank in every village in the country

composed of five houses, and a dozen in every city; commerce

with the whole world; a whiskey distillery on every farm;

and a charter conveying to the whole nation and to every

individual in it the title of "Disciples of Washington."

Inquire of Messrs. in Boston and of Messrs.

in New York and PhlIadeIphia'" (Adams, July 18, 18I2,

Letters, II, 1159).
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leaders of the party who are now contending

for that measure. Tonics might be useful to

those persons who behold with timidity the

insults and spoliations that are offered to

our commerce. The cold bath might cure the

peevish irritability of some of the members

of our Congress, and blisters and mustard

plasters rouse the apathy of others. In

short, there is a great field opened for

new means of curing moral and political mal-

adies. The common remedies for that purpose,

that is, Reason and Ridicule, have been used

in vain.260

Even a metaphor of bodily corruption could not eXpress fully

the disgust evoked in Rush by the bitter fruits of the

Revolution: "A field of battle covered with dead bodies

putrefying the Open air is an awful and distressing spectacle,

but a nation debased by the love of money and exhibiting all

the vices and crimes usually connected with that passion, is

a spectacle far more awful, distressing and offensive."261

The only consolation for the patriot, perhaps, was a reward

260Adams, Nov. 25, 1806, Letters, II, 935. This bit

of vigorous satire was inspired By Swift's A Tale of a

Tub, which Rush had recently read "with a pIeasure which

I was incapable of relishing and with an application to

particular characters to which I was a stranger when a

boy" (Ibid.).

26lJefferson, Mar. 15, 1813, Letters, II, 1189. "From

the present complexion of affairs in our country," he wrote

Jefferson, "are you not disposed at times to repent of your

solicitude and labors and sacrifices during our Revolutionary

struggle for liberty and independence? Have you not been

disappointed in the conduct of both tories and whigs?

Have not the former increased in number, not only by popu-

lation but by the accession of Englishmen and the apostasy

of many Revolutionary whigs? Are not the sons of tories

Nerone Neronior [More Nero-like than Nero]? Have not our

funding system and its offspring, banks, like so many

Delilahs robbed the whigs of their Revolutionary strength

and virtue?" (Ibid.).
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in "another and a better world."262

The fideism implicit in Rush's disillusion with the

mission of America eventually led him to prefer Christianity

to human reason as a means to individual and social happi-

ness. Christianity, not reason, would restore to the mind

what it forfeited in the Fall:

. . . the time we are assured will come, when

the understanding shall be elevated from its

present inferior objects, and the luxated

passions be reduced to their original order.--

This change in the mind of man, I believe,

will be effected only by the influence of

the Christian religion, after all the efforts

of human reason to produce it, by means of

civilization, philosophy, liberty, and govern-

ment, have been exhausted to no purpose.

262Adams, April 1, 1809, Letters, II, 1002. "Are the

labors and virtues of the patriots and heroes of 1779,

1775, and 1776 to perish without bringing forth any other

fruit than what we have gathered from the transient dura-

tion of our general government? Or are their sleepless

nights, their midnight addresses to the power and justice

of Heaven for their Oppressed and injured country, their

sacrifices of time and prOperty, and their 'cruel mockings'

(Often worse than bodily sufferings) to be rewarded only

in 'another and a better world'? Let us believe " -------

the firm patriot there,/ Who made the welfare of mankind

his care,/ Though-hE?E with envy and with faction tost,/

Shall find the generous labor was not lost" (Ibid.).

Rush's modification of a favorite saying that Iiberty was

not a shadow but a substance symbolized his lost faith in

human-motivated progress: "0 Liberty! liberty! I have

worshipped thee as a substance.--But--but--but--'Where are

my shoes and stockings?'--Where is my lancet?--Where are

my gallipots?" (Ibid., II, 1001).

263"Lectures on Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings,

p. 171. Christianity, Rush observed, enlightened, directed,

regulated man's judgment, will, passions "in the knowledge--

choice--and pursuit of duty--truth and interest"; it "re-

stores us to what the apostle very emphatically calls 'a

sound mind'" ("On the Different Species of Mania," 1787,

Selected Writings, p. 219).
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Christianity alone, he declared to Noah Webster, produced

social well-being and truth:

. . . I fear all our attempts to produce polit-

ical happiness by the solitary influence of

human reason will be as fruitless as the search

for the philOSOpher's stone. It seems to be

reserved to Christianity alone to produce

universal, moral, political, and physical

happiness. Reason produces, it is true, great

and polar truths, but it affords motives too

feeble to induce mankind to act agreeahly to

them. Christianity unfolds the same truths

and accompanies them with motives, agreeable,

powerful, and irresistible.

Comparing scriptural revelation with reason and natural

revelation--the foundation for deism--Rush concluded that

"everything good in man, and all his knowledge of God and

a future state, are derived wholly from scattered and

traditional rays of the successive revelations recorded

in the Bible. Without them, men would have been elevated

above beasts of prey only in wickedness and misery."265

Rush's acceptance of mystery in religion also illus-

trated his fideism. Like Swift, he believed some religious

matters defied the subtleties of rationalistic, scientific

demonstration--they were to be accepted on faith:

We believe without attempting to explain the

Mystery of the Trinity. Why believe Three in

26"Webster, July 20, 1798, Letters, II, 799. See also

Jeremy Belknap, July 13, 1789, Letters, I, 520.

265Ashbel Green, Dec. 9, 1802, Letters, II, 85a.

". . . human reason alone in its most cuItivated state,"

Rush maintained, "will not make men free or happy without

the aid of divine revelation and the influences of the

Spirit of the Gospel upon the hearts of men" (James Kidd,

Nov. 25, 1793, Letters, II, 700).
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One and not believe the derived and the inde-

pendent life of our Saviour, His being raised

from the grave by his Father, and being the

Author of His own resurrection--the Union of

liberty and necessity, and the agency of

divine and human efforts in bringing about

the Salvation of the soul. They all appear

to be true, though opposed to each other. They

are like the Trinity--mysteries intelligible

only, perhaps to the Creator.26

Moral behavior did not require deep theoretical knowledge

of religion. Since the most unintelligent of men could

cultivate grain and the most ignorant of women could learn

to make bread, the Creator clearly would not have required,

Rush noted, a subtle mind to support moral conduct. "Truth

is simple upon all subjects," he stressed, "but upon those

which are essential to the general happiness of mankind, it

is obvious to the meanest capacities."267

In addition, Rush's rejection of a belief in America

as an empire of science and reason in favor of a hOpe for

a spiritual and temporal Christian millennium demonstrated

the fideistic anti-rationalism of his last years. This

shift was discernible as early as 1787 when he wrote the

English reformer John Coakley Lettsom that he had "some—

times been led . . . to suspect that the melioration of our

world is to be brought about not so much by the improvements

of human reason as by a faithful imitation of the example

266"1792-1813," p. 300. See Yunck's commentary (pp.

597-599) on Swift's sermon on the Trinity. See also "The

Bible as a School Book," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 125.

267Daniel J. Boorstin, The Lost World of Thomas

Jefferson (New York, 1988), pp. I55, 277 n.-F5; "Uhserva—

tions and Reasoning," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 236.
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of our Saviour and a general obedience to the plain and

humble precepts of the Gospel."268 The way he eXpressed

the same idea to Adams in 1809 suggested how far he had

traveled down the path toward fideism. Since the failure

of the union, he wrote, had dashed the "only surviving

hopes of mankind" through the agency of reason, "it would

seem as if the history of our country would furnish new

proofs that men are to be governed only by the Bible or

the bayonet."269

Though Rush wrote Elhanan Winchester in 1791 that

"the progress of reason and liberty in Europe" announced

the approach of the millennium, he gradually accepted the

notion of the necessity of a long preparation for Christ's

Second Coming.270 As he wrote John Montgomery,

The affairs of the Old World are still in

a state Of great disorder. Many pious people

expect we are upon the eve of the millennium.

I am not of that opinion. There is a great

deal of preparatory work to be done before that

event can take place, and which will probably

be brought about by natural means. Civiliza-

tion, human knowledge, and liberty must first

pervade the globe. They are the heralds of

religion. They do not confer happiness, but

they prepare the minds of mankind for it.

From the present general prevalence of bar-

barism, ignorance, and slavery in the world,

it would seem that a century or more would

268Lettsom, Sept. 28, 1787, Letters, I, uul. To

Ashbel Green, Rush spoke of "the Redeemer's new empire

in America" (Green, Aug. 11, 1787, Letters, I, #39).

269Adams, April 1, 1809, Letters, II, 1002.

270Winchester, Nov. 12, 1791, Letters, I, 611—612.
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be necessary to remove them. In the meanwhile,

Christians should endeavor to cultivate the

peaceful dispositions which the millennium is

to introduce into the mind, and daily repeat

in their prayers, "Thy kingdom come."271

In another letter to Montgomery, Rush described the

main outlines of his millennial faith-~especially its

272 Reviewing churchanti-rationalism and its futurity.

history, he found that religious men in every age expected

the Messiah's Second Coming to be near in times of distress

from plagues and wars. Much had to be completed, however,

before "that great event" could take place. Knowledge,

for example, had to become "universal," but not to create
 

a rationalistic utOpia--its effect would be quite the

opposite:

The effects of this knowledge will be to pro-

duce revolutions, liberty, a general intercourse

of all nations by means of commerce, and--be

not surprised when I add--universal misery.

The more nations and individuais know, till they

know God, the more unhappy will they be. The

effects of this unhappiness in nations and in-

dividuals will appear in a general dissatis-

faction with their governments (though the work

of their own hands), with each other, and with

themselves. Injustice, vice, and tyranny will

prevail everywhere. Then and not till then

will all nations, worn down by their sufferings,

unite in wishing for a Deliverer, and then and

not till then will "the DESIRE of all nations

come." Millions, nay all the inhahihants of

our world, will hail his descent to our globe

and unanimously commit its government wholly

to him.

Men, Rush continued, also had to learn to "wait with patience

271Montgomery, June 5, 1801, Letters, II, 838.

272Montgomery, Aug. 5, 1801, Letters, II, 837-838.
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for the fulfilment of all God's promises." As the Scrip-

tures prOphesied, kings, secular priests, and despots

must fall. "The Messiah alone shall reign. . . . All will
 

end, not only well, but gloriously for those who believe

and trust in his name." But first must pass not only the

"ancient disorder" of "putrefying civil and eclessiastical

institutions," but the "new disorder" of governments that
 

"exclude religion"--"the empire of intoxicated human reason

in the affairs of the world."

Rush's skepticism, then, led him to attack reason,

scold mankind for its weakness and folly, and reject human

efforts toward a perfect society. His fideism was revealed

in his final preference for Christianity as a means to

social happiness, his acceptance of religious mystery, and

his abiding faith in a heavenly utopia on earth--through

God's agency alone. Yet, like Swift's, his skepticism

was not total; he did not attack right reason itself so

much as man's pitiful lack of it.273 Ideally, religion

and reason were not incompatible, for as Rush expressed

it, "the light of the gospel" and "sound and cultivated

reason . . . . are in no one instance opposed to each

other. On the contrary, reason is nothing but imperfect

273See Yunck, p. 599. Swift, in his sermon on the

Trinity, observed that "Reason itself is true and just,

but the Reason Of every particular Man is weak and waver-

ing, perpetually swayed and turned by his Interests, his

Passions, and his Vices" (Ibid., p. 598).
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religion, and religion is nothing but perfect reason."27"

But unfortunately, he observed, we have "'. . . to bear

with the unreasonableness of mankind.‘ Men love royalty,

titles. . . . They make wars, enslave their fellow crea—

tures, distill and drink rum, Ell because they are not

formed by REASON."275 "Thus we are forced," he concluded,

"to submit to Dean Swift's definition of our species. We

are 'capax rationis,' not reasoning animals."276

One of the sources of the deep religious fideism of

Rush's last years, then, was philOSOphical skepticism,

the Christian Pyrrhonism of Montaigne, Pascal, Dryden,

and Swift. It was a skeptical faith that perhaps enabled

Rush to bridge the gap between his humanitarianism and

his disillusionment with social reform, his love of mankind

27“"On Punishing Murder by Death," 1792, Selected

Writings, p. 96. In considering why he preferred the

use of Christ's teachings to reason in improving society,

he noted that the "brightest improvement" of reason

"consists in obeying the doctrines and . . . the precepts

of the Christian religion" (John Coakley Lettsom, Sept.

28, 1787, Letters, I, 991).

275Adams, July 21, 1789, Letters, I, 525.

276Noah Webster, Dec. 9, 1800, Letters, II, 828.

"You forget too that men are rational onIy, not reasonable

creatures" (Adams, Sept. 16, 1808,4Letters, II, 978). In

Swift's famous letter to Alexander Pope in 1725, he wrote:

"I have got materials toward a treatise, proving the falsity

of that definition animal rationale, and to show it would

be only rationis ca ax. Upon this great foundation of

misanthropy, thoug not in Timon's manner, the whole build-

ing of my Travels is erected; and I never will have peace

of mind till all honest men are of my opinion" (to Pope,

Sept. 29, 1725, Jonathan Swift, Gulliver's Travels and

other Writings, ed. Louis A. Landa, Camhridge, Mass.,

I966: P-
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and his awareness of human depravity. In the ashes of

America as an empire of reason and science, he was able to

build a vision of the heavenly city of God. The scientific

rationalist became the fideist.

The most significant aspect of Rush's developing

skepticism was the irony implicit in his repudiation of

much he had formerly stood for. In believing that rational

men, by applying the principles of science, would create

the perfect society, the young humanitarian reformer

epitomized the optimism of the Enlightenment. Yet, ironic-

ally, he gradually lost faith in the possibility of rational

action from men controlled by "depraved" passions, slowly

turned to a skeptical faith, and finally rejected the

rationalist's utopia in favor of a divine millennium. In

the end, Christianity remained as the only trustworthy

guide to human happiness; only God could make things better.



CHAPTER III: BENJAMIN RUSH'S RELIGIOUS THOUGHT

I. Introduction

Rush, raised a Presbyterian, grew to maturity within

the doctrines of orthodox Calvinism. His mother attended

Rev. Gilbert Tennent's Presbyterian church in Philadelphia

and, as Rush reported in his autobiography, "educated all

her children in the principles taught by him, which were

highly calvinistical."l At Rev. Samuel Finley's school,

West Nottingham Academy, 1753-1759, he was "fully instructed"

in the principles of Calvinism "by means of the Westminster

Catechism."2

Rush remained a member of the Second Church until 1787,

when his growing antipathy to many of the tenets of Calvinism

and a series of political quarrels with Dr. John Ewing led

3
him to resign his membership. Confirmed in St. Peter's

l"Travels Through Life," Autobiography, ed. George W.

Corner (Princeton, 1998), p. 163. Tennent (1703-1769) was

a leader of the evangelistic "New Lights" that broke with

the Old Light Presbyterians in 1791. He formed the Second

Church in Philadelphia in 1793 and remained its pastor

until his death. Rush's first known publication was a

passionate Funeral Eulogy . . . of the Late Reverend Gilbert

Tennent. . . , appended to SamueI—FinleyTs official equgy,

The SuccesSful Minister of Christ Distinguished in Glory,

Philadelphia: Bradford: I769 (Ihld., p.1163in. 12? Letters,

I, 23 n. 3). "“‘ ""“"

 

 

2Ibid., pp. 28-29 n. 23, 153. Finley, a leader of the

WhitefleId wing of Presbyterians, was later president of

the College of New Jersey (Princeton University). Rush

paid a tribute to Finley in his autobiOgraphy (Ibid., pp.

29-31).

3Ashbel Green, Aug. 11, 1787, Letters, I, 933-939,

309
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Episcopal Church in Philadelphia in February 1788, he left

"a year or two later" because the doctrines congenial to

his developing liberalism in theology, he felt, were

reversed in the revised Prayer Book adopted by the Prot-

estant EpiscOpal Church of America in 1789. Thereafter he

attended Episcopal, Presbyterian, and Universalist churches

without affiliating with any of them.”

After 1780 Rush moved in the direction of Universalism,

but, as his letters show, he maintained Presbyterian views

until his breach with the Second Church in 1787.5 In

Travels Through Life, he described the evolution of his

religious liberalism:

I retained them [Calvinistic principles] but

without any affection for them 'till about

the year 1780. I then read for the first

time Fletcher's controversy with the Calvin-

ists in favor of the Universality of the

atonement. This prepared my mind to admit

the doctrine of Universal salvation, which

was then preached in our city by the Revd.

 

935 n. 1; John Montgomery, Feb. 20, 1786, Letters, I, 379-

380; "Travels Through Life," Autobiography, p. I65. Rush

disliked Ewing intensely, viewing him as an embodiment of

all the evils of the Pennsylvania Radicals. The fight

between them was so notorious that Francis Hopkinson pub-

lished a skit on it in 1785 (Letters, 1, 297 n. 3). For

Rush's version Of the controversy, see Adams, Feb. 29, 1790,

Letters, I, 532-539; Adams, April 5, 1808, Letters, II, 962).

""Travels Through Life," p. 165, 165 n. 17. See also

Adams, April 5, 1808, Letters, II, 962: "I took refuge

in the Episcopal Church," which "at that time had divested

itself of many of its absurdities in doctrine and worship."

"In consequence of an alteration made in the forms of

Baptism and the communion service, the former admitting

infant regeneration, and the latter favouring transubstan-

tiation, I declined after a year or two communing in the

church. . . " ("Travels Through Life," p. 165).

51bid., p. 153 n. 19.
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Mr. Winchester. It embraced and reconciled

my ancient calvinistical, and my newly

adopted Armenian [sic] principles. From

that time I have ndVdr doubted upon the

subject of the salvation of all men.6

Accepting the doctrine of final restitution, Rush

became perhaps the first prominent layman to support the

Universalist Church actively. Though he never officially

joined the denomination, he took part in its first conven-

tion in Philadelphia in June 1790. By request, he arranged

and corrected the plan of polity and articles of religion

drafted by the convention.

6Ibid., p. 153. John William Fletcher (1729-1785),

one of the founders of Methodism, wrote several tracts on

salvation and predestination (Ibid., p. 163 n. 13). El-

hanan Winchester (1751-1797), though originally a strict

Calvinist, became convinced of the doctrine of universal

salvation. With John Murray, Winchester founded the

Universalist Church in America (Ibid., p. 163 n. 19;

Letters, I, 372-373 n. 7). Rush described Winchester as

"a theological Newton" (Elizabeth Graeme Ferguson, Jan.

18, 1793, Letters, II, 628), and "eloquent, Scriptural,

and irresistihle in his reasonings upon all subjects"

(Griffith Evans, March 9, 1796, Letters, II, 773). Rush

noted in his autobiography that he was convinced of the

doctrine of universalism by reading the works of James

Stonehouse, Paul Siegvolk (assumed name of George Klein

Nicolai, a German religious writer), Jeremiah White,

Charles Chauncey, and Winchester, and "afterwards from an

attentive perusal of the Scriptures" ("Travels Through

Life," pp. 163-169). Stonehouse published Universal

Restitution (1761); Siegvolk, Thegyerlasting GOspel, English

translatibn (1753); White, The Restitution of_KII_Things

(1712); Chauncey, a tract and—two books on hhinhsaI

salvation from 1782 to 1789 (Ibid., p. 169 n. 15).

 

  

 

7Ibid., p. 159 n. 19; "Commonplace Book, l789-1891,"

Autobioora h , p. 185, June 5, 1790. See Richard Price,

Oct. 15, I786, Letters, I, 372; Price, July 29, Letters,

1, 932-933. On Rush's universalism, see Richard Eddy,

"Benjamin Rush," Ehristian Leader, Oct. 1, 1885; and Eddy,

Universalism.i2 America, 2nd ed. (Boston, 1886), Chapter

III}
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Writing to Adams in 1808, Rush summarized his final

rather individualistic religious position--one that embraced

aspects of Calvinism, Arminianism, and universalism:

. . . I enjoy the satisfaction of living in

peace with my own conscience, and, what will

surprise you not a little, in peace with all

denominations of Christians, for while I re-

fuse to be the slave of any sect, I am the

friend of them all . . . . my creed . . . .

differs materially from Dr. Brown's, as

expressed in his Reli io Medici. It is a

compound of the orthodoxy an gterodoxy of

most of our Christian churches.

What we shall attempt to do in the following sections

is to examine Rush's creed in detail in order to understand

more clearly the complex relationship between science and

religion in his thought, and the basis for his final

preference of Christian fideism to rationalism as a means

to a better society. Christian faith enabled Rush to

maintain his belief in a millennial age. If man's inept

reason, folly, and depravity ultimately doomed the

rationalist's utopia, yet by humbling man's stubborn pride,

it did prepare the way for God's kingdom on earth. The

skeptical rejection of rationalism was the bridge to faith,

to a reliance on God's providence. Suffering prepared man

for the millennium. "We are advancing through suffering

(the usual road) to peace and happiness," Rush wrote Jeremy

Belknap in 1788. "Night preceded day, and chaos, order, in

8Adams, April 5, 1808, Letters, II, 952-953. Ironic-

ally, in view of the skepticaI fideism of both writers,

Rush was perhaps closer to Browne in his beliefs than he

realized.
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the creation of the world."9 And Rush's acceptance of

universalism became the means of reconciliation between

God and man. If Rush could not accept the Unitarian thesis

that man was too good for God to damn him, he could accept

the Universalist thesis that God, in his infinite mercy,

was too good to damn man forever.10

98e1knap, May 5, 1788, Letters, I, 951. See also

Adams, Jan. 22, 1778, Letters, I, I91; John Montgomery,

Aug. 5, 1801, Letters, II, 837; Adams, June 10, 1806,

Letters, II, 918.

10We noted in the introduction to Chapter II that David

Hartley and Joseph Butler influenced Rush's religious views

considerably. In this section, we traced the formative

influences of Gilbert Tennent and Samuel Finley on his

Calvinistic theolOgy and the key role Elhanan Winchester

played in his conversion to universalism. In his many

writings he acknowledge the impact of several other theo-

logians on his religious beliefs--namely, Richard Baxter,

Martin Luther, John Calvin, George Whitefield, and John

Wesley. The variety Of Opinions represented by these men

is an indication in itself of Rush's heterodox theology.

He was attracted to Richard Baxter, "justly considered as

one of the greatest and best men England ever produced,"

because "his creed . . . embraced both the Calvanist and

Arminian principles" (Adams, Sept. 9, 1811, Letters, II,

1101. See James Rush, June 8, 1810, Letters, II, 1051).

Wesley, Whitefield, Calvin, and Luther, Rush believed, were

perhaps the greatest leaders of Protestantism. "A library

might be composed of the books written against Luther,

Calvin, Whitefield, and Westley [sic]," he observed. "Where

are those books now? And who predhfies at this day to call

in question the ihiegrity or the great achievements of those

men in reforming and benefiting the world?" (Ibid.). While

studying medicine in London in 1768-1769, he VISIted White-

field frequently ("Travels Through Life," pp. 55-57). He

probably first met him in July or August, 1759, when White—

field was preaching in Philadelphia (Ibid., pp. 55 n. 92).

In a letter to Ebenezer Hazard, May 2I, I765, Letters, 1,

13-19, Rush enthusiastically described Whitefield's preaching

at the Second Church. While a student in Edinburgh, he

heard Wesley preach twice ("Travels Through Life," pp. 56-

57). Whitefield and Wesley, he wrote in his autobiography,

"constituted the two largest and brightest orbs that appeared

in the hemisphere of the Church in the 18th Century. Probably

they were exceeded only by the apostles in zeal and usefulness"

(Ibid., p. 56).



II. The Relationship Between Science and Religion in

Rush's Theology

If science was one of the foundations of Rush's

philosophical thought, religion was certainly another.

Rush believed that religion and philOSOphy were essentially

compatible. In reaction against William Godwin's philo-

SOphical and religious perfectionism and political radical-

ism, he observed that Christianity "contains the greatest

scope for genius of any science in the world, nor is

philOSOphy opposed to any of its principles or precepts

when they are prOperly understood and explained."11

Rush was so convinced of the necessary connection

between the two, that he believed any philosophical system

failing to consider religion was doomed to error. "The

best criterion of the truth of a philOSOphical Opinion,"

he maintained, "is its tendency to produce exalted ideas,

of the Divine Being, and humble views of ourselves."12

What was philOSOphy, Rush asked, if it did "not lead us

nearer to the Parent of the Universe and the source and

llJohn Seward, Dec. 28, 1795, Letters, II, 783.

Although Godwin had some original thoughts on government

and morality, "upon the subject Of religion," Rush noted,

"he writes like a madman" (Ibid.). See also Ashbel Green,

Dec. 31, 1812, Letters, II, II73-ll79.

12"Lectures on Animal Life," 1799, The Selected Writ—

in s‘gf Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert D. Runes (New York,

9 ), p. 178. Rush thought his doctrine of "animal life"

met this requirement because it provided a physiolOgical

support for the Calvinistic doctrine of God's absolute

sovereignty (Ibid., pp. 178-179).
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center of all perfection and happiness?"13

But reciprocally philOSOphy aided religion too. It

was a mistake to suppose Christianity only an internal

revelation of the moral sense, he noted in his study of

the moral faculty. "The truths of Christianity" were also

derived from the human understanding; hence "they will

become intelligible to us only in proportion as the human

genius is stretched, by means of philOSOphy, to its utmost

dimensions." "Our imperfect knowledge of the phenomena

and laws of nature," he suggested, was "one reason why

some parts of the Christian revelation are still involved

"1”
in obscurity. Religion and philosophy, then, must join

efforts to promote the well-being of humanity, for

truths, upon all subjects, mutually support

each other. . . . The truths of philOSOphy

and Christianity dwell alike in the mind of

the Deity, and reason and religion are equally

the offspring of his goodness. They must,

therefore, stand and fall together. . . .

Happy era! when the divine and the philos-

Opher shall embrace each other, and unite

their labours for the reformation and happi-

ness of mankind!15

Rush considered religion, therefore, as an important

ingredient of his total philOSOphy. But before considering

13Jeremy Belknap, July 13, 1789, Letters, 1, 521.

". . . we err, not only in religion but in philosophy

likewise, because we 'do not know or believe the scrip-

tures'" ("The Bible as a School Book," I79I, Selected

Writings, p. 122).

 

 

1""The Influence of Physical Causes upon the Moral

Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, p. 211.
 

15Ibid.
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his religious thought in detail, we must note how science

created both harmony and discord in his theological

speculations.

Rush's suggestion that a better knowledge of "the

phenomena and laws of nature" might aid revelation demon-

strated his feeling that science and religion were not

hostile, but rather congenial to each other. He praised

David Hartley, therefore, because he had "established an

indissoluble union between physiology, metaphysics, and

Christianity. He has so di5posed them that they mutually

afford not only support but beauty and splendor to each

"16 If religion was susceptible to scientificother.

analysis and demonstration, then the theologian, by apply-

ing the techniques Of natural philosophy, natural history,

and medicine, might reasonably hope to create a science of

religion.17

"The sciences," he explained in his prOposal to use

the Bible as a textbook, "have been compared to a circle

of which religion composes a part. To understand any one

of them perfectly it is necessary to have some knowledge of

them all." Bacon, Boyle, and Newton, for example, engaged

in religious inquiry and the knowledge thus gained aided

their scientific endeavors. Recent discoveries, Rush

15Jefferson, Jan. 2, 1811, Letters, II, 1075.

17See "Of the Mode Of Education PrOper in a Republic,"

1798, Selected Writingp, p. 89.
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added, revealed "a striking agreement" between Biblical

events and "some of the Operations and productions of

nature," especially those in Whitehurst's commentary on

the deluge, in Samuel Stanhope Smith's account Of the

causes of the variety of color in the human species, and

in James Bruce's Travels £2 Discover the Source g£_the
 

Nil3.18 "It remains yet to be shown," he concluded, "how

many other events, related in the Bible, accord with some

late important discoveries in the principles of medicine.

The events, and the principles alluded to, mutually

establish the truth of each other."19 What Rush suggested

here was not only his own approach to theology, but the

reason for it. He constantly utilized natural history and

medicine to elucidhte and support orthodox religious

doctrines and Biblical revelation because he believed the

truths of science and religion ideally reinforced each

other. As a result, he frequently found scientific reasons

for accepting Calvinistic views traditionally dependent on

faith and logic for support.20

Although he never rejected Biblical and fideistic

l8On Smith's essay, see Daniel J. Boorstin, The Lost

World of Thomas Jefferson (New York, 1998), pp. 63-69, 66-

68T__Rfidh_Iddh_hotes in his journal on Bruce's Travels--

see "Commonplace Book, 1789-1791," Autobio ra h , ed.

George W. Corner (Princeton, 1998), pp. 9- .

 

 

19"The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, pp. 122-123.

20See Rush's use of physiological science to support

the doctrines of immortality and God's sovereignty in the

discussion of Rush's materialism in Chapter II.
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grounds for Christianity, he did advance-~under the influ-

ence of science--practical, natural, physiological arguments

for religion. In his lectures on the theory of "animal"

life, Rush justified religious belief in terms of natural

history. "Man," he asserted, "is as naturally a religious,

as he is a social, and domestic animal; and the same

violence is done to his mental faculties, by robbing him

of a belief in a God, that is done, by dooming him to live

in a cell, deprived of the objects and pleasures of social

and domestic life." Atheism injured mental health because

there was a "necessary and immutable connection between the

texture of the human mind, and the worship of an object of

some kind." Atheists in France demonstrated this prOposi-

tion, Rush noted, by having "instituted the worship of

nature, of fortune, and of human reason; and in some

instances, with ceremonies of the most expensive and splendid

kind."21

If religious unbelief threatened mental health, it

also, Rush stressed in his discussion on the causes of

21"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writingg, p. 171.

"Man is naturally as much a praying and worEhiping animal

as he is a social or a domestic animal, and the same

perversion of the natural state of his mind takes place

when he ceases to worship a being or an object of some kind

as when he lives in solitude or in a state Of celibacy"

(Adams, Aug. 20, 1811, Letters, II, 1096). "We are all

necessarily Religious as we are reasoning and musical

animals. It is true we are diSposed to false Religion;

so we are to false reasoning and false music, but this

shows the depth of each of those principles in the human

mind" ("Commonplace Book, 1792-1813," Autobiography, p.

335, Aug. 9, 1809).
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animal life, menaced physical well-being. "The different

religions of the world, by the activity they excite in

the mind, have a sensible influence upon human life." By

removing thought "from the most sublime, and . . . love,

from the most perfect of all possible objects," atheism

therefore became "the worst of sedatives" to the mind.

In contrast, since religions elevated human reason and

encouraged the affections of love and hOpe, they were most

friendly to health and life.22

Christianity, moreover, was "more calculated to pro-

duce those effects, than any other religion in the world."23

All of its principles and precepts were designed "to

promote the happiness of society, and the safety and well

being of civil government."2n Thus, ". . . in proportion

as mankind adOpt its principles, and obey its precepts,

they will be wise, and happy."25

What this added up to was a physiology of religion.

Natural history became a practical criterion for evaluating

theological systems; a particular religion was judged good

if it benefited the mental, physical, and social health

22Ibid., pp. 170-171.

23Ibid.
 

21+"Mode of Education," 1798, Selected Writings, p. 88.

Christianity "is opposed to everything which disturbs or

violates the order and happiness of society," in relation

to individuals or nations with each other (Jeremy Belknap,

June 21, 1792, Letters, 1, 620).

 

25"The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 117.
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of the community. For example, Rush felt religion was an

"infallible" remedy for maladies of the mind derived from

vice. "A belief in God's providence, and a constant

reliance upon his power and goodness, impart a composure

and firmness to the mind which render it incapable of

being moved by all the real, or imaginary evils of life."26

But Christianity, Rush was convinced, especially met the

test:

Such is the salutary operation of its doctrines,

and precepts upon health and life, that if

its divine authority rested upon no other

argument, this alone would be sufficient to

recommend it to our belief. How long mankind

may continue to prefer substituted pursuits

and pleasures, to this invigorating stimulus,

is uncertain; but the time we are assured will

come, when the understanding shall be elevated

from its present inferior objects, and the

luxated passions be reduced to their original

order.

"If there were no hereafter," he Observed in prOposing a

Federal Council on morals, "individuals and societies

would be great gainers by attending public worship every

Sunday. Rest from labor in the house of God winds up the

machine of both soul and body better than anything else,

and thereby invigorates it for the labors and duties of

the ensuing week."28

26"On the Different Species of Phobia," 1786, Selected

Writings, p. 226.

27"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writingg, p. 171.

28"To the Ministers," June 21, 1788, Letters, I, 969.

". . . if the Bible did not convey a single direction for

the attainment of future happiness, it should be read in
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Nevertheless, Rush's religious thought also demonstrated

the incompatible nature of science and religion in the 18th

century, the inherent conflict between rationalism and the

Calvinistic heritage. This paradox in his thought was

apparent even in his argument that religion promoted the

mental and physical health of the species, for he noted that

if Christianity aided animal life, human reason by itself

did not. Man's mind would regain its original order "only

by the influence of the Christian religion, after all the

efforts of human reason to produce it, by means of civiliza-

tion, philOSOphy, liberty, and government, have been exhausted

to no purpose."29

As we have seen, the conflict between science and theol-

ogy was apparent in his tendency after 1800 to reject the

30.
scientific in favor of the religious basis for morality ,

it was apparent in his rejection of rationalism in favor of

 

our schools in preference to all other books, from its

containing the greatest portion of that kind of knowledge

which is calculated to produce private and public temporal

happiness" ("The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 122).

Rush suggested medical reasons for religious ceremonies.

Thus, "Washing frequently in water, we find, was enjoined

upon the Jews and Mahometans, as a part of their religious

ceremonies. . . . a Jew and a Mussulman contend for, and

practise their ablutions, without remembering that they

were instituted only to guard them against those cutaneous

diseases, to which the constant accumulation of scales

upon their skins in a warm climate, naturally exposed

them" ("Sermon on Exercise," 1772, Selecteg_Writipgs, p.

362).

29"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 171.

308cc Adams, April 13, 1790, Letters, 1, 595; Adams,

Jan. 13, 1809, Letters, II, 993; Adams, hug. 20, 1811,

Letters, II, 1086; "The Bible," 1791, Selected Writingg,

p. I25.
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Christianity as a means to social happiness31; it was

apparent in his fideistic rejection of a utopia of science

and reason in favor of a millennium brought about by God's

providence32; it was apparent in his alternating between a

doctrine of determinism, based on his materialistic views,

and a belief in the union of necessity and free agency33;

and it was apparent in his dissatisfaction with Lockean

epistemology in accounting for the origin of knowledge.3”

Rush rejected science also--as we shall see--in his

preference of Scriptural over natural revelation and in

his attack upon natural religion, especially deism.

What we have in Rush's thought, then, is a progressive

shift in his attitude toward the role of science as a means

to progress. Where the youthful Rush saw "the place of my

nativity becoming the Edinburgh 2: America," the older Rush

31". . . human reason alone in its most cultivated

state will not make men free or happy without the aid of

divine revelation and the influences of the Spirit of the

Gospel upon the hearts of men" (James Kidd, Nov. 25, 1793,

Letters, II, 796). See also Noah Webster, July 20, 1798,

hetters, II, 799; Ashbel Green, Dec. 9, 1802, Letters,

II, 859.

32Adams, June 10, 1806, Letters, II, 919; John Mont-

gomery, June 6, 1801, Letters, II, 839; Montgomery, Aug.

5, 1801, Letters, II, 837-838.

33"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, pp. 177-180;

"Liberty and Necessity," Letters and Thou hts (Ridgway MS.),

pp. 28-30, in I. Woodbridge RiIey:_"Benjamin Rush as

Materialist and Realist," Bulletin pf Johns HOpkins Hospi-

ggg, XVIII (1907), 99. "“"“' "”“'

3”"1792-1813," Autobiografihy, p. 272, Sept. 8, 1807;

p. 339, Aug. 8, 1811; p. , ov. 17, 1799; p. 297, Sept.

2, 1811; "Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, pp.

181-182, 188-190.
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pointed out the failure of science'to improve the condi-

tion of mankind."35 In a letter to Adams in 1806, he

expressed his final disillusion with scientific schemes

of progress as well as his fideism:

I thank you for your excellent strictures

upon the visionary ideas Of the perfection-

ists in morals, physic, and government. It

was from hearing and reading their nonsense

in 1792 that I first despaired of the happy

issue of the French Revolution. Perhaps

Lord Bacon laid the foundation in part of

their madness by the well-known aphorism that

"knowledge is power." One of the zealots of

this Opinion supposed it would extend over

matter as well as mind, that it would suspend

and invert the laws of nature, and thus

destroy the inductions from miracles. I well

remember one of his sayings was "that the

time would soon come when a man should thrust

his head into the fire without burning it."

Where are all the vagaries of that eventful

year now? The Conventions, Directories,

and Emperor of France have dissipated them

all, and the foundations of that religion

which can alone make men and nations happy

have acquired by their destruction a firmness

in our world they never had before. Thus not

only the wrath but all the follies and crimes

of man have, in the language of Scripture,

combined indirectly to praise God.

35John Morgan, Nov. 15, 1755, Letters, I, 29; Adams,

June 10, 1806, Letters, 11, 919.

36Adams, Nov. 25, 1806, Letters, II, 935.





III. Rush's Arminian Views

Rush's theology was a combination of Calvinism and

Arminianism, of "the orthodoxy and heterodoxy of most of

our Christian churches," as he called it.37 "I care not,"

he wrote Adams in 1810, "whether you are a Calvinist or

Arminian or both, for both believe the truth, and a true

system of religion I believe can only be formed from a

union of the tenets of each of them."38 The doctrine of

universal salvation bridged the gap between his "ancient

calvinistical" and his "newly adOpted Arminian" beliefs.39

God's providence, he believed, had decreed "that each

Sect might be a depository of some great truths of the

Gospel, and that it might by that means be better pre-

served."

Thus to the Catholics and Moravians he has

committed the Godhead of the Saviour, hence

they worship and pray to him; to the Episcopal,

Presbyterian, and Baptist Church the decrees

of God and partial redemption, or the salva-

tion of the first fruits, which they ignorantly

suppose to include all who shall be saved.

To the Lutherans and Methodists he has com-

mitted the doctrine of universal redemption,

to the Quakers the Godhead and influences of

the Holy Spirit, to the Unitarians, the

humanity of our Saviour, or the doctrine of

"God manifested in the flesh" or the "Word made

flesh" which was denied, St. John tells us, in

37Adams, April 5, 1808, Letters, II, 953.

38Adams, Feb. 1, 1810, Letters, II, 1035.

39"Travels Through Life," Autobiography, ed. George W.

Corner (Princeton, 1998), p. 163.
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the first ages Of the Church, and which is

admitted in a mastical way only by one Sect

Of Christians."

Rush complained, however, that in emphasizing a particular

doctrine, the various sects tended to oversimplify them-

selves.l+l He preferred to harmonize the doctrines of all

the sects, for "when united they make a great whole, and

that whole is the salvation of all men.""2

Rush tempered, then, the rigid doctrines of his

Calvinistic background with Arminian beliefs. He rejected

strict Calvinistic principles because it was "impossible to

advance human happiness while we believe the Supreme Being

to possess the passions of weak or wicked men and govern

"”3
our conduct by such Opinions. Rush's Arminianism was

I“O"Commonplace Book, 1792-1813." AutobiOgraphy, PP-

339-390, Aug. 19, 1811.
'

"1"There is a prOpensity in all Sciences to simplify

themselves and to ascribe that to one which should be

divided among many causes. For example, how few Sects

honour Father, Son, and Holy Ghost in Religion as they

should do. The Socinians honour the Father only, the

Catholics the Saviour chiefly, and the Quakers the Holy

Spirit above both! How few include all the ends of our

Saviour's death in their belief of the Atonement. Each

contends for one end only, while 6 or 7 other ends are

clearly revealed in the Scriptures. Many exalt one power

or one sett [sic] Of powers only in the mind instead of

all. Many cohfihe Religion to one power only instead of

applying it to all--the Episc0palians to the understanding,

the Methodists to the passions, and the Quakers the moral

powers" (Ibid., p. 229, July 18, 1792).

”ZIbid., p. 390, Aug. 19, 1811.

”3Jeremy Belknap, Oct. 7, 1788, Letters, I, 990.

"The divines hate me for holding tenets they say lead to

materialism and that are opposed to the rigid doctrines of

Calvin" (Adams, Sept. 8, 1810, Letters, II, 1061). See

also "Travels Through Life," Autohlography, p. 165.
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apparent in many of his beliefs. Though he did not reject

the Calvinistic doctrine of God's sovereignty, he balanced

it with an assertion of God's mercy.uu His belief in the

salvation of all mankind, of course, involved a rejection

of the Calvinistic dogmas of election, prevenient and

irresistible grace, and limited atonement.

Likewise, his occasional recognition of the power of

reason to comprehend religious truth revealed the Arminian

drift of his religious thinking, although because he

believed in human depravity he never really lost his Cal-

95
vinistic distrust in reason. "The truths of Christian-

ity," said Rush, "afford the greatest scope for the human

understanding" because of its power to judge and comprehend

truth, and they therefore would become more "intelligible"

96
to man as reason was enlarged by philosophy. Christianity

and "sound and cultivated reason" were not hostile to each

other because, as he explained it, "reason is nothing but

imperfect religion, and religion is nothing but perfect

97
reason." On the issue of free will, however, Rush

u”"l792-l8l3," AutObiOgEaPhX9 p. 226, July 25, 1792.

"SSee Macklin Thomas, "The Idea of Progress in Frank-

lin, Freneau, Barlow, and Rush" (Unpublished dissertation,

Wisconsin, 1938), p. 236--quoted in Russel B. Nye, Th3

Cultural Life of the New Nation, 1776-1830 (New York, 1960),

p. 103; JOhn RriBT—ROdgdrs, dune 25, 1795, Letters, II, 762.

 

l“B"The Influence of Physical Causes upon the Moral

Faculty," 1786, The Selected Writin s 2: Benjamin Rush,

ed. Dagobert D. Runes (New Yor , ), p. 211.

 

”7"On punishing Murder by Death," 1792, Selected

Writin s, p. 96.
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remained essentially Calvinistic--to assert man's will

"acted independently of external circumstances" was to

give him powers found only in the Creatoru8--but on

several occasions he did speculate on a mystical union of

Arminian liberty and Calvinistic necessity."9

The doctrine of good works was the most conspicuous

Arminian trait in Rush's religion. ". . . I am often

struck," he wrote Adams, "with the perfection of that divine

government in which 'a cup of cold water' (the cheapest

thing in the world), given under the influence of proper

principles, 'shall not lose its reward.”50 He was con-

vinced that both "the agency of divine and human efforts"

brought about salvation.51 "But after all that has been

said of doctrines, they only 'who EEXE.§EEE.592§ shall come

forth to the resurrection unto life, and they only who pgyg

done evil to the resurrection of damnation.”52
 

l'8"Lectures on Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings,

p. 178. See also "1792-1813," p. 229, Aug. 22, 1793.
 

L*95ee "1792-1813," p. 339, ca. 1809; p. 390, Aug. 19,

1811; p. 399; "Liberty and Necessity," Letters and Thoughts

(Ridgway MS.), pp. 28-30, in I. Woodbridge RiIey, "Benjamin

Rush as Materialist and Realist," Bulletin a: Johns HO kins

Hos ital, XVIII (1907), 99; "Upon the Pleasures of the

Senses and of the Mind," Sixteen Introductory Lectures

(Philadelphia, 1811), pp. 99I-993; Riley, p. 97.

 

50Adams, Aug. 19, 1805, Letters, II, 902.

5l"l792-l813," p. 390, Aug. 19, 1811. ". . . post-

humous fame, . . . if acquired by doing good, . . . will all

be added to a man's reward in a future state. . ." (Ibid.).

52Adams, Feb. 1, 1810, Letters, II, 1035. Though Rush

believed in final restitution, he did not rule out future

punishment of long duration for sin ("Travels Through Life,"

p. 169).
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Good works provided Rush with a strong motivation

for humanitarian activities, for "works g£ mercy to the

souls and bodies of men. . . . are means of grace."53

"One thing is certain," he informed John Coakley Lettsom

concerning prison reform, "that if no alleviation is

given to human misery, men grow good by attempting it."5”

As Rush grew increasingly skeptical of ever reforming

society, he consoled himself with the thought that his

efforts would not go unrewarded in a future state:

Let us. . . console ourselves for the un-

successful efforts Of our lives to serve our

fellow creatures by recollecting that we have

aimed well, that we have faithfully strove to

tear from their hands the instruments of death

with which they were about to destroy them—

selves, that we have attempted to take off

their fancied crowns and royal robes and to

clothe them with their own prOper dresses,

and that we have endeavored to snatch the

poisoned bowl from their lips and to replace

it with pleasant and wholesome food. We shall

not I hope lose our rewagg for these well-

intended labors of love.

The reformer's efforts to aid his fellow man, however inept

they might be, prepared the way for God's universal salvation:

Let us always remember that no good effort is

lost. . . . Let us advance ohd’step further::

and while mankind laugh at our visionary

schemes to make them wiser and better, let us

 

53"Commonplace Book, 1789-1791," AutobiOgrePhY. P-

181, Jan. 1790.

5”Lettsom, Sept. 28, 1787, Letters, I, 991.

55Adams, July 20, 1811, Letters, II, 1091. See also

John Montgomery, Feb. 11, 1808, hetters, II, 855; "1792-

1813," p. 312, Nov. 16, 1802.
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pity and forgive them. Our Saviour thought

them worthy of his precious life and death.

How delightful then should it be to us to

love those who he has loved, to serve those

whom he has served, and if necessary to die

for those for whom he died! Our labor will

not be in vain, for we shall be the feeble

heralds of that Almighty Goodness which will

finally subdue all things to itself and

render the Atonement effectual to the salva-

tion pi all mankind.
 

56Jeremy Belknap, Aug. 25, 1790, Letters, 1, 571.



IV. Rush's Calvinism: Depravity and Original Sin

Although Rush accepted a number of Arminian doctrines,

he retained several Calvinistic principles--especially

those concerning God and man. He could not reject his

belief in human depravity, nor in an all-powerful God,

whose providence ruled the world. Evil, he believed,

was a positive force in the universe and man was cursed by

original sin. But influenced by rationalism and science,

Rush modified these concepts to some extent: man was not

all bad; God's mercy was as great as His sovereignty.

We have seen how Rush's belief in the inherent deprav-

ity of man colored his political theory to the extent that

he rejected pure democracy, led him to despair of progress

through reason and science, and paved the way for his

skeptical faith.57 Yet man's fall into evil was not

complete. There were "fragments of good" even in criminals,
 

Rush maintained, for "there never was a soul so completely

shipwrecked by vice that something divine was not saved

from its wreck."58 "We are not totally depraved," he

observed, for "benevolence is a leading feature in human

"59
nature. Fortunately, man's moral faculty was preserved

57See chapter I, section ii, and chapter II, section v.

58Thomas Eddy, Oct. 19, 1803, Letters, II, 875.

59Rebecca Smith, July 1, 1791 Letters, I, 585. See

also "Commonplace Book, 1792-1813," hufoEiography, ed.

George W. Corner (Princeton, 1998), p.3335, ca. 1809.
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from the ruins of his fall, in order to guide him back to

Paradise. If the combined efforts of science, religion,

liberty, and government could only develop the powers of

that faculty to the full, man might be raised eventually

and ideally to the level of angels, even God.60 Rush's

experience with corruption in politics, religion, and the

medical profession, however, soon dashed his optimism

about human nature.61

The main drift of Rush's convictions concerning human

nature, then was toward Calvinism. Noting that during the

Revolution most of the wise measures of Congress and the

military successes were the results of accident, passion,

necessity, or "lucky blunders," Rush concluded that "these

propositions . . . show the weakness and folly of human

nature. Man is indeed fallen! He discovers it every day

in domestic, in social, and in political life."62 He

therefore Opposed capital punishment because men were

all fallible, and deficient in a thousand

duties which they owe to each other. To

punish murder, therefore, or any other crime,

by death . . . is to exalt the angry and

vindictive passions of men to an equality

60"The Influence of Physical Causes upon the Moral

Faculty," 1786, The Selected Writings 2: Benjamin Rush,

ed. Dagobert D. Runes (New York, 1997), pp. 185-186, 209.

61Concerning clergymen "too good to do good," see

Julia Rush, July 16, 1791, Letters, I, 600; Adams, June

28, 1811, Letters, II, 1086. Un political depravity, see

David Ramsay, March or April 1788, Letters, I, 959.

62Adams, April 13, 1790, Letters, I, 595.
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with the perfect law of God. It is to place

imperfect individuals and corrupted human

governments, upon the throne of the righteous

judge of the universe. . . . 3

"Indeed," he told Adams in 1806, "so consonant is frailty

with everything that belongs to human nature, that it may

perhaps be truly said that there is something wrong in

that man who . . . has never erred."6” His doctrine of

animal life, he believed, validated, in biological terms,

the truth of these beliefs concerning man's fallen nature;

it was "calculated to humble the pride of man; by teaching

him his constant dependence upon his Maker for his existence,

and that he has no preeminence in his tenure of it, over

the meanest insect that flutters in the air, or the humblest

plant that grows upon the earth."65

As a result of his inherent depravity, man had largely

destroyed the order God intended for society, had constantly

brought evil out of good.66 "It is peculiar to man," said

Rush, "to divide what was intended by the Author of nature

to be indivisible." "The caprice and folly of man" had

separated religion and morality, reason and sensation,

government and freedom, "so happily paired by the Creator

63"On Punishing Murder by Death," 1792, Selected

Writings, pp. 93-99.

6“Adams, Aug. 22, 1806, Letters, II, 927. See also

Adams, Sept. 16, 1808, Letters, II, 979.

65"Lectures on Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings,

pp. l79-180.

66John Montgomery, April 9, 1788, Letters, I, 955.
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of the world."67

It was necessary, then, to establish control of man's

evil nature in order to restore God's symmetry to society.

Many Jeffersonian philosophers, Rush felt, failed to curb

human depravity because, inspired by Locke and Rousseau,

they mistakenly ascribed its origin to environmental factors,

such as government, organized religion, science, or educa-

tion. Rush, on the other hand, believed it was absurd to

derive man's sinfulness from any other source than the

Biblical account of the Fall: "In the Bible alone man

"58 He was not surprised, therefore,is described as 23 is.

that "science, civilization, and government" had failed

miserably to cure the defects of man's nature. "Chris-

tianity is alone equal to this business."69

A belief in original sin, the source of human depravity,

was another tenet of Calvinism Rush retained in spite of his

developing religious liberalism. With the Fall of man,

both the natural and moral worlds fell; original sin created

"this breach in the symmetry of the divine government," and

destroyed the unity and harmony that God intended for man's

happiness.70 But the Fall, he believed, was not absolute;

57"The Progress of Medicine," 1811, Selected Writings,

p. 297.

68Adams, Jan. 13, 1809, Letters, II, 993. See also

Adams, Nov. 17, 1812, Letters, II, 1168.

69Adams, April 13, 1790, Letters, I, 595.

70"On Slave-Keeping," 1793, Selected Writings, p. 13;

"Progress," 1801, Selected Writings, p. 297.
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the Supreme Being salvaged the moral faculty from the ruins

so that man might eventually find his way back to Eden.71

Rush also rejected the doctrine of infant damnation.72

Basically, however, he accepted the doctrine with

its implications of transference of the sins of fathers

to their children, of guilt to innocent people; he sought

to prove it not only by means of Scripture and logic, but

also by the evidence of natural history. Thus paradox-

ically, though Rush finally repudiated biological sources

of depravity, he utilized that science to defend the

73
Calvinistic viewpoint concerning original sin. "Original

sin," he maintained, "is favoured by the ideas of pregnancy

and parturition being diseases. Sin and suffering began

"79
together. Observing that the prophets prayed for for-

giveness of the sins of their fathers and that the children

of Israel were punished for the iniquity of Achan and

David, Rush asked,

Do not these facts suggest the unity of the

Species, and the transferring of guilt to

innocent persons, and thus show the uniformity

of the divine government in punishing our

Saviour for the iniquities of the world? Does

it not show, too, that we are all members of

71"Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, pp. 185-185-
 

72"1792-1813," Autobiggraphy, p. 251, June 20, 1800.
 

73Occasionally, before 1790, Rush attributed political

depravity to a natural, predatory instinct in man. See

"Observations on the Government of Pennsylvania," Selected

Writings, p. 73; David Ramsay, Mar. or Apr. 1788, hdtters,

7u"l792-l8l3," p. 335, ca. 1809.
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one body, and that all are punished by the

misery of one?75

In his journal in 1809, he recorded a long discussion

on original sin, again utilizing the biological concept of

the unity and equality of the human Species while drawing

analogies, as he so frequently did, from medical science

for illustration. To reconcile God's justice with the fact

that children suffered for the sins of their fathers, many

argued that they were actually being punished for their

own sins committed in a prior state of existence. But

this defense of the justice of God, Rush contended, was

unnecessary,

if we extend our ideas as far as we should do

into the unity of the human race. It has been

compared to a single body. Now, we see parts

suffer for each other seperately [sic] and

together in diseases, which parts did not

contract those diseases. Thus the feet suf-

fer in the gout for the intemperance of the

tongue, and the whole body suffers, too, for

the sin of the hands, which steal, when it

is punished by whipping or hanging. To the

Deity the whole human race probably appears

as much a unit as a single human body appears

to be a unit to the eye of man. It was once

evidently so in Adam, and will be so again,

we are told, in Jesus Christ. This doctrine

is calculated to produce universal love, for

vicarious sufferings do that necessarily which

we are commanded to do voluntarily, that is

"bear one another's burdens."76

Combining evidence from natural history, logic, and Biblical

authority, Rush continued his defense of the orthodox

75Ibid., p. 392.

75Ibid., p. 337, Dec. 21, 1809.
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concept of original sin in terms of God's sovereign justice:

But is it just in this manner to punish the

innocent for the guilty? It would not be so

in a man, but "the earth is the Lord's, and

the fulness thereof." Good and evil are both

his. He can dispose of them as he pleases.

Many things would be wrong in man that are not

in his Creator. He is forbidden to revenge

an injury, but this injury never passes with

impunity. Vengeance is the property of God,

and he never fails to inflict it at the time

and in the manner, and to the degree in which

it shall have the most effect. This could not

be done by man. It would be in his hands out

of time, done in an improper manner, and in

an over proportion to the injury. It would

be wrong in man to kill, because he has no

property in the life of a fellow creature,

but all souls, or all lives are God's. He

has an exclusive prOperty in them, and may

take them away when and in what manner he

pleases. When he commanded Moses and Joshua

to destroy the lives of the heathen nations,

including women and children, he exercised

his own just power over them. The sword of

Moses and Joshua was no more to him than famine

or pestilence. It executed his will. Without

a divine command for that act, the destruction

of those nations would have been murder. In

like manner God does justly transfer good and

evil. They are both his, and the whole race

Of man is one. There is no more injustice in

transferring evil than in transferring the gout

from one part of the body to the other. If

this gout were brought on by intemperance

the tongue only offended, but the feet, the

hands, the head, and the whole body suffer for

it, and thg tongue less than any other part.

The body is a unit' equally so is the whole

of Adam's family.77

His theory that man's curse to labor after the Fall

indirectly benefited life was the best example of his use

of science to elucidate the doctrine of original sin.

Noting that God had "kindly imposed" exercise upon man

77;23g,. pp. 337-338, Dec. 21, 1809.
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in Paradise in order to promote healthy life, Rush observed

that "The change which the human body underwent by the fall,

rendered the same salutory stimulus necessary to its life, in

the more active form of labor." It was God's power to bring

good out of evil, and thus even the evil passions which

dominated the human species after the Fall provided a

78
stimulus to physical life. In this scientific version

of the "paradox of the fortunate fall," then, Rush saw

evidence of God's supreme goodness and mercy:

Man was formed to be active. The vigour

of his mind, and the health of his body can

be fully preserved by no other means, than

by labour of some sort. Hence, when we read

the sentence which was pronounced upon man

after the fall, "That in the sweat of his

brow he should eat bread all the days of his

life." We cannot help admiring the goodness

of the Supreme Being, in connecting his

punishment with what had now become the

necessary means of preserving his health.

Had God abandoned him to idleness, he would

have entailed tenfold misery upon him. The

solid parts of his body, particularly the

nerves, would have lost their tone--the mus-

cles would have lost their feeling and moving

powers--and the fluids in consequence of

this, would have lost their original or

native qualities, and have stagnated in every

part of his body. But, instead of inflicting

this complicated punishment upon him, he

bids him be ACTIVE, and implants a grinciple

within him which impels him to it.7

Most of the consequences of the Fall, however, were not

so fortunate. The Fall of man, Rush felt, destroyed the

original order of the powers of the human mind; hence the

78"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, pp. 191, 199-
 

195.

79"Sermon on Exercise," 1772, Selected Writings, p. 358.
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moral powers no longer occupied the highest place.80

Among the curses of original sin, Rush included parturi-

tion, disease, death, and even the "chains" Of laws and

government.81

The doctrine of original sin, then, explained in some

measure the origin of evil in the moral world; from the

viewpoint of the "fortunate fall," God "permits sin,

misery, and death in the moral world, that he may hereafter

display more illustriously the transcendent glories of

"82 Rush'srighteousness, happiness, and immortal life.

interest in the problem, however, did not end here. Was

evil a positive force in the universe? Would it be

defeated? Was God the author of evil?

The conception of evil as "good in disguise," or

"harmony not understood"--discussed in the section concern-

ing Rush's romanticism in Chapter III-~was one of Rush's

answers to these questions. The problem of evil was no

problem at all; perhaps what appeared as evil to man's

limited perception, when viewed from a larger perspective,

was really "a necessary part of 'universal good.'"83

80"Commonplace Book, l789-l791," Autobiography, p.

185, May 27, 1790.

81Adams, Feb. 1, 1810, Letters, 11, 1039.

82"Punishing," 1792, Selected Writings, p. 39.
 

83Griffith Evans, March 9, 1795, Letters, II, 72;

Adams, Oct. 31, 1807, Letters, II, 9592955?”
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In his lecture on "Liberty and Necessity," he answered

these questions in terms of the "fortunate fall," the dis-

tinction between foreordination and predestination, and the

union of liberty and necessity:

Prescience is only a human term, but like many

others applied to the Deity in accommodation

to our weak capacities. Prophecies are to Him

things present; to us things to come-~hence

their great accuracy. It is improper and dis-

honorable to His glorious Oneness in existence

as well as nature. It is impossible matters

should be otherwise. Succession belongs only

to man. God can do and know nothing in

succession. So far for necessity. But all

this is compatable with the most perfect

liberty. The knowledge of God of actions flows

from a perfect knowledge of the union between

cause and effect in creation. All is still

free. An artist can tell from the construction

of a machine exactly its strokes, etc., without

touching it after its wheels are set in motion,

although he still upholds it in his hand. We

still live, move and have our being in God.

. . . Nor does this idea destroy man's hdhponsi-

bility. He is still free. His liberty is

essential to the necessity--otherwise his action

would have no moral nature and could not be

the object of pardon, and for this purpose

alone evil existed. It must be free to be a

crime, and crimes existed, not for a display of

vindictive justice in endless punishment, but

for a display of love in endless and universal

happiness.

 

In his commonplace book in 1799, he framed still another

answer to the problem of evil, from the viewpoint of his

unitary theory of disease. Like disease, moral evil "con-

sists in original weakness, and in consequent derangement."

8“"Liberty and Necessity," Letters and Thoughts

(Ridgway MS.), pp. 29-30; quoted-ih—IT_Woodbridge Riley,

Benjamin Rush as Materialist and Realist," Bulletin 2:

Johns Hopkins Hospital, XVIII (1907), p. 99.
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The derangement that followed debility, or weakness, in

sin as well as in disease was of three kinds: an excess

or deficiency of motion producing irregularity; "error

loci," or an absence of a fitness of things; and "solution

of continuity," or a breach in anything normally continuous.

Both disease and moral evil, then, were negative in their

origin in debility, but were followed by the positive

effects of various kinds of derangement. Thus, moral evil

originated, Rush suggested, when the Supreme Being ab—

stracted His power to do good from Adam's mind; from this

negative weakness followed the positive effects of moral

evil in all mankind. In this physiological version of

the origin of evil, Rush found evidence of the"Unity in

the works of God--as one Sin introduced the vanity and

complications of Sins, so one disease, viz. debility,

produced all the vanity and complications of diseases.

One negative cause in both cases produces all the positive

effects that are ascribed to them."85

In a passage in his journal for the years 1789 to

1791, Rush made similar notations on moral evil as

"nothing positive, but an absence only of moral good."

This theory, he thought, not only explained the origin of

85"l792-l813," pp. 232-233, ca. 1799. Rush told his

medical students that while mental diseases were derange—

ments of constituted order and thus real evils in the

present world, nevertheless "all evil has wisdom in it,

and every folly and vice, like every particle of matter,

is necessary" (Purnell MS., p. 90; Riley, "Benjamin Rush

as Materialist and Realist," p. 100).



336

evil, but it absolved God of the responsibility of creating

evil and indicated the means by which Christ would defeat

moral evil:

Does not this relieve our Systems of divinity

from the awful charge against God of having

created, or of being the author of Sin? He

only withdrew his moral omnipresence or energy

from the wills of Devils and man, and sin fol-

lowed. Free will was necessary to happiness.

It was abused. It can be held only by God

himself. Therefore Jehovah commits the

happiness of his creatures to the will of his

Son, who has, in preferring good, established

happiness for all his creatures. Sin, like

disease, is weakness. It is destroyed by

power, or strength, as disease is by stimuli.

Nothing is annihilated therefore in the des-

truction of sin. Good, in the form of power

and love, fills its space. It is conveyed

into the human mind by means of the holy

Spirit. This Spirit expels nothing. It

only restores strength to weakness and order

to disorder, as stimuli cure weakness and con-

vulsions in the human body.

86"1789-1791," Autobiography, p. 193, May 9. 179l-



V. Rush's Calvinism: God's Absolute Sovereignty

If man, because he inherited sinfulness from Adam's

transgression, counted for little in Rush's theological

system, God counted for virtually everything in it. His

view of God was basically the Calvinistic doctrine of

God's absolute sovereignty, yet he balanced this with the

rationalistic liberals' emphasis on God's mercy and

goodness. Thus he criticized the tendency of many denomina-

tions to adopt "too partial notions of God and his attri-

butes," implying that theology ought to regard the

Calvinistic God of sovereign justice and the Arminian God

of mercy equally. "God is undivided. His mercy must be

coextensive with his justice--both [are] infinite."87

Repeatedly Rush juxtaposed supreme power and goodness as

attributes of the Deity in his essays and letters.88

Rush's concept of God as a "supreme and omnipotent

EEiEE" was the necessary complement to his belief in

89
natural depravity and original Sin. In defending God's

87"Commonplace Book, 1792-1813," gutobio ra h , ed.

George W. Corner (Princeton, 1998), p. 228, duIy 28, 1792;

p. 399.

88"Observations on the Government of Pennsylvania,"

1777, The Selected Writings of Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert

D. Runes (NewYork, 1997), p7_57. See aISo "On the Differ-

ent Species of Phobia," 1786, Selected Writin s, p. 226;

"The Vices and Virtues of Phy51c1ans," I80I, 8elected

Writings, p. 293; Adams, Oct. 23, 1780, Letters, 1, 255;

Unlia Rush, Nov. 8, 1793, Letters, II, TWTT_——'

   

 

89Ebenezer Hazard, Nov. 18, 1755, Letters, I, 20.
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justice in allowing the innocent to suffer from Adam's

fall, Rush argued in Calvinistical terms that the power

of the Deity was supreme. Good and evil being His, God

dispensed them as He pleased, often in a manner that would

be wrong in man. Man, for example, could not kill, "be-

cause he has no property in the life of a fellow creature,"

but God, whose power over all souls was supreme, might take

away life "when and in what manner he pleases."90 ". . . it

is the prerogative of God," he asserted, "to bring good out

of evil."91

God's power was so infinite, Rush maintained, that man

could hope to comprehend but a small part of it--"In vain

do we attempt to scan THY immensity, or to comprehend THY

"92
various modes of existence. Even life itself remained

one of God's impenetrable mysteries:

Should it be asked, what is that peculiar

organization of matter, which enables it to

emit life, when acted upon by stimuli, I

answer, I do not know. The great Creator

has kindly established a witness of his

unsearchable wisdom in every part of his

works, in order to prevent our forgetting

him, in the successful exercises of our rea-

son. . . . It belongs exclusively to the true

God to endow matter with those singular

properties, which enable it under certain

90"1792-1813," Autobiography, p. 337, Dec. 21, 1809.

". . . the Supreme Bding alone possesses a power to take

away human life. . ." ("A Plan of a Peace-Office for the

United States," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 20).

 

91John Montgomery, April 9, 1788, Letters, I, 956.

92"The Influence of Physical Causes upon the Moral

Faculty," 1786, Selected Writingg, p. 208.
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circumstances, to exhibit the appearances of

life.93

The intricate workings of God's power and justice, then,

were inscrutable.

In developing his doctrine of God's sovereignty, Rush,

utilizing science once again, stressed three aSpects of

this divine power: God was the prime mover of the universe;

he governed it through both general and particular provi-

dence; he alone possessed free will in its truest sense.

He accepted the 18th-century belief in God as the

first cause, or prime mover, of the universe, but he was

not content to visualize God merely as one who had set

the world in motion and then remained indifferently apart

from it. To Rush, God was the continuous cause. He was

convinced that his materialistic version of physical and

mental life, "by rendering the continuance of animal life,
 

no less than its commencement, the effect of the constant

operation of divine power and goodness, . . . leads us to

believe that the whole creation is supported in the same

manner."gu "I have supposed," he declared to Adams in 1812,

that there is but one self-moving Being in

the Universe, that all motion is the effect

of his will imposed upon mind. Weights and

springs, and wind and water and steam are

substitutes only to an ever—existing, ever-

acting, and omnipresent power. This is the

uniform language of Revelation. There are

93"Lectures on Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings:
p. 176.

 

91+Ibid., p. 179.
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no such words as the 'laws of nature' in the

Bible. It speaks constantly of crggtion and

preservation being the same thing.

Moreover, the idea that life resulted from the constant

influence of God's power, Rush insisted, "establishes the

certainty of his universal and particular providence."96

The activities of men, he declared, were "under the direc-

tion of a wise and good being; . . . all the events that

relate to our individual happiness, whether from moral or

physical causes, are in his hands and . . . his hand is

in every event."97 Though he never ruled out the possi-

bility of divine intervention in the old orthodox Puritan

sense, he believed God's providence operated primarily

through second causes; ". . . the operations of the divine

95Adams, Dec. 19, 1812, Letters, II, 1171. "There

can be no contingency with the Deity--all is fixed and

immutable with Him; cause and effect, motive and action,

creation and preservation, all one simple object and act"

("Liberty and Necessity," Letters and Thoughts, Ridgway

MS., p. 28; 1. Woodbridge Riley, "Benjamin Rush as

Materialist and Realist," Bulletin of Johns HOpkins Hos-

pital, XVIII, 1907, 99). Rush oppoddd the idea of perpetual

motion because it was contrary "to just ideas of the divine

government, who has never created an automation, and who

administered every part and moves every wheel in the great

machinery of his own Government with his own hand" ("1792-

1813," p. 309, 1812).

 

 

96"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, pp. 178-

179. The events of the Revolutionary War, Rush felt,

contained "proofs of a general and particular providence"

(Elizabeth Graeme Ferguson, Dec. 29, 1777, Letters, 1,

178).

 

97"Upon the Pleasures of the Senses and of the Mind,"

Sixteen Introductory Lectures (Philadelphia, 1811), pp.

992F993; Riley, "Benjamin Rush as Materialist and Realist,"

p. 97.
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government," said Rush, "are carried on in the moral,

as in the natural world, by the instrumentality of second

"98
causes. "The promises of heaven are often accomplished

by means in which there is no departure from the common

operations of nature."99

Rush never doubted the wisdom or justice of God's

providential governing of the world, yet he was uncertain

of its exact role in human affairs.100 Occasionally, he

suggested that "the affairs of men are governed alter-

nately by and contrary to their wills, to teach us both

to use our Reason and to rely upon Providence in all our

"101 Usually, however, he felt God's provi-Undertakings.

dence was supreme to puny human efforts--as he wrote to

Horatio Gates: "The affairs of nations as well as of

individuals are under the direction of a wise and just

98"Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected WritingS, p. 201-
 

99 , April 15, 1790, Letters, I, 551.

". . . even supernatural prOphecies," he suggested, "are

fulfilled by natural means" (Jeremy Belknap, June 21,

1790, Letters, 1, 620).

 

100"Time and chance happen to all things as they

appear to shortsighted morals. . . . But all is just as

it should be. Infinite wisdom and justice direct all

the affairs of the children of men" (Adams, Aug. 19,

1811, Letters, 11, 1099).

101"1792-1813," p. 339, ca. 1809. To explain God's

plan of divine justice Rush once offered Adams an explana-

tion he had heard years before from Alexander Cruden,

author of A Complete Concordance to the Holijcriptures

. . . (1737): "God punishes some—drimes in this world

to teach us there is a Providence, and permits others

to escape with impunity to teach us there is a future

judgment" (Adams, July 9, 1807, Letters, II, 999, 951 n. l).
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Providence. If the time be come for the extinction of

ignorance and error, whether they relate to witchcraft
 

or kingly power, no machinations of weak or wicked men

can prevent the fulfillment of the benevolent decrees of

102 And to prove his point he argued that America'sheaven."

success in the Revolutionary War was due to "the great

Arbiter of human events. . . . heaven seems resolved to

have all the glory of deliverance to itself. The wisdom

of our councils was often foolishness, and the strength

"103 Likewise he wasof our arms was too often weakness.

"as perfectly satisfied that the Union of the States, in

its form and adoption, is as much the work of a Divine

Providence as any of the miracles recorded in the Old and

New Testament. . ."109

Yet ultimately Rush confessed to the inscrutability

of God's providential rule of the universe. Perhaps both

divine and human efforts were true, even if contradictory--

examples of religious mystery intelligible to God only.105

Or perhaps the role of men in events was illusory:

In human events there are the same deceptions

as in the VISible appearance in nature. We

ascribe events to men and causes which have no

102Horatio Gates, Nov. 30, 1797, Letters, II, 795.

103Abigail Adams, Sept. 3, 1778, Letters, I, 217-

218. See also John Adams, April 13, 1798:—hdtters, I,

595; Adams, July 11, 1806, Letters, II, 929?

louElias Boudinot, July 9, 1788, Letters, I, 975.

105"1792-1813," p. 390, Aug. 19. 1811-
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more existence than the Pleura furens or

Archeus of Helmont or the stars and planets

over human actions. The course of provi-

dence in governing the world and the influence

of true but now secret causes in the adminis-

tration of human affairs wil never be known

'till the day of Judgement.

Another aspect Rush considered concerning God's sover-

eignty was His absolute freedom of the will, a necessitarian

position, however, which Rush frequently tried to reconcile

107 But as noted inwith a belief in man's free agency.

the discussion of Rush's materialism and determinism, he

just as frequently, under the influence of his theory of

"animal life," denied free will in the human species. If

bodily and mental life originated from sensory impressions,

it followed that the Operation of the human will depended

on such impressions. If animal matter contained no "in—

herent principle of life," it followed that the will had

no self-determining power either. Thus only God contained

self-existence and free will; he alone was the stimulus

to life and thought.108

106Ibid., pp. 227-228, 1792. J. B. von Helmont

(1577-1699), Belgian physician and mystic, believed each

physiological process was guided by a special archaeus

or spirit. In his Pleura furens (fulminating pleurisy),

he argued that acidiiy’ih The archaeus caused pleurisy

(Ibid., pp. 227-228 n. 39). Rush's materialistic rejec-

tion of any form of independent life in matter rendered

such views as Helmont's unacceptable to him.

 

107See especially "Liberty and Necessity," Letters

and Thoughts (Ridgway MS.), pp. 28-30, in Riley, p. 99.
 

108"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writin s, p. 178.

See also "1792-1813," p. 229, ca. hug. , 3. For a

detailed examination of Rush's thinking on free will and

necessity, see section iii on Rush's materialism, and sec-

tion iv on Rush's necessitarian views, in Chapter II.
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Rush's belief in God's providential power over all

Creation, including the mental and physical existence

of the human species, then, was an important corollary of

his concept of absolute sovereignty. His conviction that

the physiological explanation of life corroborated a

belief in God's omnipotent power was another example of

his use Of science to support traditional theological

views. The doctrine of animal life, averred Rush, by

exalting ideas of God and humbling views of man, "does

homage to the Supreme Being, as the governor of the

. "109
UDIVGI‘SQ. o o o

Rush's concept of God, however, was not merely that

of a sovereign Deity of justice and power but also a Deity

of unlimited goodness, benevolence, and perfection.

Rush assimilated the Arminian view of God as a merciful

father toward all Creation without discarding the orthodox

Calvinistic assessment of God's attributes. God was "the

Parent of the Universe and the source and center of all

perfection and happiness," "the impartial Father of the

whgig human race," whose supreme attribute was an "almighty

Goodness which will finally subdue all things to itself

and render the Atonement effectual to the salvation 2: ali

mankind."110

109Ibid., p. 178.

110Jeremy Belknap, July 13, 1789, Letters, I, 521;

John Seward, Dec. 28, 1796, Letters, II, 788; Belknap,

Aug. 25, 1790, Letters, 1, 57I.
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It was not surprising that, under the influence of

18th-century science, Rush turned to nature for proof of

God's goodness and perfection. While not rejecting

Biblical authority, he considered the efficient "economy"

of nature as a significant demonstration of the Creator's

perfection and benevolence. Thus, like many Jeffersonians,

he constantly utilized evidence from natural philosophy

and natural history to support his beliefs about God. The

fact that "some of the stimuli which produce animal life,

are derived from the moral, and physical evils of our

world" proved that God was good, for "from beholding

these instruments of death thus converted by divine skill

into the means of life, we are led to believe goodness to

be the supreme attribute of the Deity, and that it will

appear finally to predominate in all his works."111

Rush constantly stressed the fitness of all things

in nature as related to man; this economy of nature, he

felt, bore witness to the perfect wisdom and benevolence

of its Creator. In infants, observed Rush, "so powerfully

do light and sound act upon them, that the author of nature

has kindly defended their eyes and ears from an excess

of their impressions by imperfect vision, and hearing, for

h.nl].2
several weeks after birt Likewise, God prepared man

for death by diminishing a fear of it in old age; this was

111"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 179.
 

112Ibid., p. 152.
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"a wise law in the animal economy, and worthy of being

classed with those laws which accommodate the body and mind

of man to all the natural evils, to which, in the common

order of things, they are necessarily exposed."113

The economy of God's plan for man was evident, Rush

maintained, by the fact man was made dependent upon ani-

mals so that he would be motivated to preserve them. The

many similarities between human and veterinary medicine

further proved this harmony of life processes. Whether

feeding or slaughtering cattle, man unknowingly increased

life, for even his dietary need for meat led to greater

numbers of living cattle. "By thus multiplying their

numbers," concluded Rush, "we multiply life, sensation,

"11“ The "natural outlets" of human lifeand enjoyment.

through wars, fevers, accidents, and old age also demonstrated

the economy of nature, for otherwise an excess of the human

species might destroy the balance of nature.115

Rush's medical profession provided him with numerous

instances of the aptness of God's economy. The necessity

113"On Old Age," 1789, Selected Writingg, p. 352.
 

11”"On Hippocrates," Sixteen Introductory Lectures

(1811), pp. 296, 298, 311; Boorstin, The Lost—World pi“

Thomas Jefferson (New York, 1998),pp. 50, I75, 262 n. 23.
 

115"Natural History of Medicine Among the Indians,"

Medical Inquiries and Observations, 9th ed. (Philadelphia,

Jefferson, p. 175, 280 n. 9.
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of exercise to maintain life, Rush declared, integrated

man with all life processes in the economy of nature.

All parts of the creation--man, brute animals, inanimate

nature--were in constant motion or activity; "unless this

were the caseJ'he stressed, "they would soon be unfit for

the purposes they were designed, to serve in the economy

of nature."116 He could see no reason why God had not

provided, somewhere on the globe, a remedy for every

disease. "From the affinity established by the Creator

between evil and its antidotes, in other parts of his

works, I am disposed to believe no remedy will ever be

effectual in any general disease, that is not cheap, and

"117
that cannot easily be made universal. The Author of

Nature, he observed, also "had a design in making medicines

unpalatable. Had they been more agreeable to the taste,

they would long ago have yielded to the unbounded appetites

of man, and by becoming articles of diet or condiments,

have lost their efficacy in diseases."118

116"Sermon on Exercise," 1772, Selected Writings,

p. 371. Thus Rush provided physiological'arguments’for

the Puritan injunction against indolence.

 

117Proofs of the Ori in of Yellow Fever in Phila-

delphia and hendih—Idn, hy chdemy of Medicind—of

Philadelhhia (Philadelphia, 1798), p. 92; Nathan G.

Goodman, Ben'amin Rush, Physician and Citizen, 1796-

1813 (PhiIadeIphia, 1939), p. 208. "To every natural

ev11, the Author of Nature has kindly prepared an anti-

dote. Pestilential fevers furnish no exception to this

remark" (Medical Inquiries and Observations, IV, 138-139;

Boorstin, p. 263 n. 257.

118"Duties of a Physician," 1789, Selected Writings,

p. 312. See also Jefferson, July 10, l79I,iLetters,'I, 599.



398

Thus the visible Creation, thought Rush, verified

his belief in God's benevolence and perfection. In

analyzing the nature of God's goodness, he stressed its

creative fecundity, unity, permanence, and efficiency.

The qualities of permanence and efficiency, he believed,

were inherent in the idea Of God's perfection. "What has

been, will be, and there is nothing new under the sun."119

If efficiency characterized the Creator's plan of the uni-

verse, then, nothing had been wasted and all things had

their purpose: ". . . I believe the Creator of human souls

has in infinite wisdom made no Eggp§_without an Egg, and

"120
made nothing in vain. . The Special aptitude

children had for religious knowledge, declared Rush,

illustrated the fact that "God creates all his means to

suit all his ends. There must of course be a fitness

between the human mind, and the truths which are essential

"121
to its happiness. Benevolent acts of reform "must all

be finally effectual," he contended, "for they all flow

from the great Author of goodness, who implants no principles

of action in man in vain."122

llgJeremy Belknap, May 5, 1788, Letters, I, 951. Every-

thing exists in "the eternal mind," Rush ohserved. There ii

nothin truly £33 in actions, any more than in truths under

the sun" ("Liberty and Necessity," Letters and Thoughts,

Ridgway MS., p. 28; Riley, p. 99).

 

120Adams, April 13, 1790, Letters, I, 599.

121"The Bible as a School Book," 1791, Selected

V‘Jr'itings , p. 118 0

122Richard Price, June 2, 1787, Letters, 1, 919. Most
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God also exhibited variety and unity simultaneously

in His Creation. "A few simple elementary bodies,"

observed Rush, "compose all the matter of the universe,

and yet how infinitely are they combined in the various

forms and substances which they assume in the animal,

"123 In vain did man tryvegetable, and mineral kingdoms.

to comprehend God's various modes of existence in nature,

"that attribute of the Deity which seems to have delighted

in variety in all his works."12” Yet behind this diversity

lay unity; the Creator, Rush stated, acted with "unity and

 

18th-century philOSOphers rejected the idea of the extinc-

tion of a species on the grounds that such a view impugned

the perfection of God's creation. Rush, however, seems to

have considered the possibility at least. Boorstin notes

that Rush in Sixteen Introductory Lectures, p. 311, hints

that if man fdiidd_io protect domestic animals, their-

species might become "extinct" (Boorstin, p. 262 n. 23).

Rush wrote Jefferson in 1797 that "The animals whose

stupendous remains we now and then pick up in our country

were once probably the tyrants of our forests and have

perhaps been extirpated by a confederacy and insurrection

of beasts of less force individually than themselves"

(Jefferson, Feb. 9, 1797, Letters, II, 785). In a letter

to Jefferson in 1811, after praising Adam Clarke's quali-

fications for Biblical scholarship, Rush quoted Clarke's

argument in his commentary on the Bible for the extinction

of mammoths and added, "I shall make no remarks upon this

quotation" (Jefferson, Feb. 1, 1811, Letters, II, 79).

See David Hosack, Sept. 25, 1812, Letters, II, 1163;

"1792-1813," p. 231, July 3, 1799. 0n the Jeffersonians'

interest in vertebrate paleontology, see Boorstin, pp.

36-37, 225 n. 9, 256-257 n. 10; George G. Simpson, "The

Beginnings of Vertebrate Paleontology in North America,"

American Philosophical Society, Procs., LXXXVI (1992-

1993), 130-188. ""_

 

123"Observations On Government," 1777, Selected Writ-

ings, p. 60.

12L'"Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, p. 208;

"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p. I72.
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"125
system in all his works. "The infinity of effects

from similar causes . . . in the works of the Creator,"

he suggested, seemed to demonstrate that "they had all

been made after one pattern."126

If theologians too partially stressed either God's

sovereignty or his goodness, they also tended to emphasize

one part of the Trinity to the detriment of the others.

"Some Sects honour the Father, some the Son, and others

"127
the holy Ghost, only, or supremely. In contrast, Rush

accepted the Trinity on faith-—"We believe without attempt-

ing to explain the Mystery of the Trinity."128

To support his belief in Christ's divinity, he used

Biblical, logical, and natural evidence:

I believe in the doctrine of the atonement,

not only because it is clearly revealed in

the Old and New Testaments, but because it is

agreeable to nature, and reason. Life is the

product of death, throughout every part of the

animal creation. Reason likewise establishes

the necessity of the atonement. . . .129

Rush also appealed to religious mystery. "Why believe Three

125"The Progress of Medicine," 1801, Selected Writings,

p. 236.

 

126"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writingg, p. 175.

For a discussion of the "glorious Oneness" o God in terms

Of time, see "Liberty and Necessity," Letters and Thoughts

(Ridgway MS.), pp. 28-30; in Riley, p. .

12“1792-1813," p. 225, July 25, 1792.

128Ibid., p. 390, Aug. 19, 1811.

129"On Punishing Murder by Death," 1792, Selected

Writings, pp. 93-99.
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in One," he asked, "and not believe the derived and the

independent life of our Saviour, His being raised from the

grave by his Father, and being the Author of His own

resurrection. . . . They all appear to be true, though

opposed to each other. They are like the Trinity--mysteries

"130
intelligible only, perhaps to the Creator. A study

of history helped to support the concept of Christ's divinity

too. Though the place of man's fall was unknown, Rush

reasoned, "it is pleasing to reflect" that the place of

man's redemption through Christ was known and therefore

monuments "bear witness to the truth of the history of his

Crucifixion."131 He also found indirect evidence for

believing in Christ as the Son of God in his doctrine of

"animal life"--another example of his frequent use of

science to buttress religious doctrines:

The view that has been given of the dependent

state of man for the blessing of life, leads us

to contemplate with very opposite and inexpress-

ible feelings the sublime idea which is given

of the Deity in the scriptures, as possessing

life "within himself." This divine prerogative

has never been imparted but to one being, and

that is, the Son of God. This appears from the

following declaration. "For as the Father hath

life in himself, so hath he given to the Son

to have life within himself." To his plenitude

of independent Iife, we are to ascribe his being

called the "life of the world," "the prince of

life," and "life" itself, in the New Testament.

These divine epithets which are very prOperly,

founded upon the manner of our Saviour's exist-

ence, exalt him infinitely above simple humanity,

l30"1792—1813," p. 390, Aug. 19, 1811.

131Ibid., p. 293, July 28, 1810.



352

and establish his divine nature upon the basis

of reason, as well as revelation.l32

Rush made few observations concerning the nature of

the Holy Spirit--as might be expected in view of his

philOSOphical and biological materialism. Though he fre-

quently referred to this aspect of the Trinity, he apparently

considered its function only once--when he recorded his

thoughts on the origin of evil, in his journal in 1791.

Viewing evil as the absence of moral good, and sin as a

weakness destroyed by strength, Rush observed that when

Christ's goodness, "in the form of power and love," filled

the space occupied by sin, "it is conveyed into the human

mind by means of the holy Spirit. This Spirit expels

nothing. It only restores strength to weakness and order

to disorder. . ."133

Rush apparently did not consider the concept of the

Holy Spirit in terms of his materialism. Since he believed

the human "soul" as having material existence, we might

conclude that he considered "Spirit" a form of matter too,

yet when he argued for the immortality of the material

soul, he acknowledged the existence of spirit by comparing

it to matter.13u

132"Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writings, p. 179.

Rush quotes John V: 26.

 

133"Commonplace Book, 1789-1791," Autobiography, p.

193, ca. May 9, 1791.

13""Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writingg, p. 191.

"Matter is in its own nature as immortal as spirit" (Ibid.).

See Chapter II, section iii, for Rush's argument that the

materiality of the soul did not threaten a belief in its

immortality.
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Rush's convictions concerning human nature and the

Deity, then, remained fundamentally those of Calvinism--

original sin depraved the human Species and God's power

and justice was absolute--but under the influence of

rationalistic liberalism, he modified his views of these

concepts--man retained a Spark of goodness and the Creator's

infinite goodness nurtured it. In explicating his religious

creed composed of Calvinistic and Arminian tenets, Rush, of

course, did not discard the traditional methods of Biblical

authority and lOgic; nevertheless, motivated by his belief

that science and theology mutually reinforced one another,

he constantly tested his convictions against the principles

of natural history and medicine. The truths of Christian

revelation and those of science, Rush hOped, would validate

one another.135

135"The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 123.
 



VI. Rush's Doctrine of Universal Salvation

Rush's belief in the principle of universal salvation

formed the essential core of his religious thought. "The

Deity," he urged, "must be represented as the impartial

Father of the whole human race, the Atonement must be ex-

tended and made effectual to the happiness of all, and evil

of course be ultimately annihilated."136 "Everything shows

the Unity of the human race," wrote Rush in his journal,

and that they are included in one Salvation.

Children suffer for the iniquities of their

fathers, subjects for the sins of their

kings, and vice versa, and all mankind for

the sin of Adam. Blessings are communicated

to man by man to beget universal love. Thus

the Jews conveyed the Gospel to the gentiles,

and the elect will finally when they become

kings and priests to God convey the Gospel

to that part of the human race which perish

in this world.

Rush was convinced that the doctrine of universalism

was a "polar" truth leading to all other truths. "A belief

in God's universal love to all his creatures, and that he

will finally restore all those of them that are miserable

to happiness," he asserted, "is a polar truth. It leads

to truths upon all subjects, more especially upon the subject

of government. It establishes the eguality of mankind--it

abolishes the punishment of death for any crime--and converts

136John Seward, Dec. 28, 1795, Letters, II, 783.

137"Commonplace Book, 1792-1813," Autobiography, ed.

George W. Corner (Princeton, 1998), p. 393.
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jails into houses of repentance and reformation."138

Yet without giving the tenet of universal salvation

serious attention, divines had assailed it as a leading

cause of disorder and licentiousness. Such a charge,

Rush felt, was completely without foundation; it "might

with more reason be made against . . . the present doc-

trines of all the Protestant churches." Had not men "who

believe in endless punishment" perpetrated every conceivable

crime against God, man, and society?139

If "universality [was] expressed by all the earth,

all nations, all families, all individuals, ail flesh"

(as Hartley's Observations on Man and Pistorius' additions
 

demonstrated), then a belief in the universality of redemp-

h.lu0
tion made good sense to Rus Even the universality of

human depravity verified the truth of final restitution--

as Rush rather ingeniously explained to Adams:

I have often contemplated that passion in

mankind to concentrate all their homage and

admiration in one man in all the revolutions

which advance EdeIddge or happiness. . . .

I have thought at last that I had discovered

in this weakness in human nature the high

destiny of the Soul even in its ruins. Does

it not prove that it was created originally to

concenter all its love and adoration in One

Supreme Being, and that all its obligations

are due to that Being only? Is it not the

counter-passion of the love of fame, which is

only a misplaced desire after immortal life

and happiness? Are not all our IOIIies and

vices the counterfeits of virtues? Are not

138Jeremy Belknap, June 6, 1791, Letters, 1, 589.

139Ibid., p. 583.

l”0"1792-1813," Autobiography, pp. 392, 392 n. 90.
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the love of pleasure, of power, of wealth, of

activity, and of rest nothing but passions

and propensities which have corresponding

objects held out to them by revelation, but

which are at present under a false direction?

A belief that this is the case has often

afforded me great pleasure, for as I observe

folly and vice to be universal, and as I be-

lieve the Creator of human souls has in

infinite wisdom made no means without an end,

and made nothing in vain, so I have deriv€d_

from contemplating the weak and corrupt

passions and desires that have been mentioned

a satisfactory argument in favor of the

tendency and ultimate termination of all human

beings in complete and eternal happiness in

every respect suited to their present tempers,

but under a ESE and different direction.1 1
 

Such natural and logical evidence for believing in univer-

salism helped, but the doctrines of restitution after just

punishment and Christ's universal atonement confirmed Rush

in his belief in universal salvation.

The orthodox doctrine of endless punishment was an

anathema to Rush; by utilizing evidence from natural sci-

ence, logic, and the Bible, he attacked it frequently in

his essays, journals, and letters. Why did ministers,

he asked, complain that nothing they said convinced their

congregations of the truth of eternal punishment? Because

"nothing in the nature of man accords with it."luz ". . .

the idea of only one Soul being lost either by a defect

of mercy toredeem, or of power to save after redemption,"

declared Rush, "is pregnant with despair, and contrary

lulAdams, April 13, 1790, Letters, I, sun.

1”?"1792-1813," p. 3u3.
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to the universal command and obligation to believe the

.1u3
Gospel.‘ "It is said the first view or reading of

the Scriptures," he wrote in his commonplace book,

leads to endless misery. So the first view

of the Solar system leads to a belief that

the sun revolves around the earth. Reason

refutes both. If time is tedious in propor-

tion to suffering, then the pains of hell

may well [be] said to be eternal, though only

temporal. The Marquis of Mirabeau, who died

of an acute and painful disease in his bowels,

said in his last hours "he endured in a moment

the pangs of a thousand years."l””

Though God exacted just retribution for the sinful-

ness of mankind, He did not eternally punish sinners.

"Sin is not an infinite evil," Rush reasoned. "Other-

[wise] the infinite merits of the Saviour could not

cancel it--for two infinities, like two right lines,

"1H5
could never overtake each other. Hell became for

Rush therefore a kind of purgatory, a fiery purification

of sin. "As arsenic and other poisons cure physical

diseases, so may not fire and brimstone cure moral

"146
evil. The Bible as well as science, he believed,

1”3Ibid., p. 226, July 1792.

ll"“Ibid., p. 3%”. "God reveals some truths to our

senses and to our first perceptions, but many errors are

conveyed into the mind through both, which are to be

corrected only by reason. Thus the Sun appears to our eyes

to revolve around the earth. Astronomy corrects this error.

Endless punishment is obvious to first perception or appre-

hension in the Bible. Reason corrects this error, from

comparing the whole tenor of Scripture together" (Ibid.,

p. 336, Dec. 21, 1809).

1“51bid., p. sun.

l”51bid., p. 3u2.
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supported the idea that punishment was designed to purify

the sinner in preparation for restitution. If the ashes

of sacrifices were holy, as Leviticus VI: 21 indicated, it

seemed reasonable to Rush that "the bodies of the wicked

after burning and purification will still be holy to the

Lord. May not burnt offerings typify the application of

the Gospel after the burning of the bodies of the wicked?"lu7

The refutation of the doctrine of endless punishment

helped to establish his belief in the eventual restoration

of all mankind, but the principle of the universality of

the atonement, Rush maintained, proved beyond doubt the

truth of universalism. He refused to accept any version

of Christ's atonement "unless it . . . renders his death

as well as his life necessary for the restoration of man-
 

kind. . . ."lua "All," he emphasized, "are included in

"lug The divine commission of the SonChrist's purchase.

of God was to expiate fully every sin, to purchase by his

death forgiveness of all sins. "The demands of the divine

law which made the shedding of blood necessary for the

remission of sin," he asserted, was "clearly revealed in

the Old and New Testaments" and was "agreeable to nature,

and reason"; it was "a sublime illustration of the perfection

of the divine government, and the love of the Supreme Being

l”7Ibid., p. ans.

luaJefferson, Aug. 29, 180a, Letters, II, 886.

1“9"1792-1813," p. 3u3.
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to his intelligent creatures."150

To Rush it seemed reasonable that "if Christ died

for all, as Mr. Wesley always taught, it will soon appear

a necessary consequence that all shall be saved."151

Hence he rested his belief in universal salvation and final

restitution "wholly upon the Calvanistical [sic] account

. . . of the person, power, goodness, mercy, and other

d "152

divine attributes of the Saviour of the Worl He

believed a detailed examination of the Scriptures inevitably

supported such a conclusion:

There have been many disputes about those

words of our Saviour in which he says he was

ignorant of the "time" of the Day of Judgement.

Attempts have been made to divide his humanity

and divinity and to ascribe this ignorance to

the former only. But may we not suppose that

when He assumed the fallen nature of man he

assumed everything that belonged to that nature,

that is, not only sin, poverty, shame, pain,

and death, but ignorance, and many other conse-

quences of the fall. In this way only could

he "bear all our infirmities," of which ignorance

is a material one. This explanation of the

above words should encrease our obligations to

the Saviour. He disrobed himself not only of

the glory which he had with his Father, before

the world was, not only of his riches and power

but of a part of his Omniscience, in order to

complete the great work of man's redemption.153

150"On Punishing Murder by Death," 1792, The Selected

Writin s of Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert D. Runes (New York,

I547}, pp. useuu. See also Ibid., pp. HB-HQ.

 

 

151Elhanan Winchester, Nov. 12, Letters, I, 611.

152Richard Price, June 2, 1787, Letters, I, 419.

153"1792-1813," pp. 336-337, Dec. 21, 1809. The

Biblical references in the passage are to Matthew XXIV:

36 and VIII: 1?.
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Natural as well as Scriptural arguments demonstrated

that the atonement applied to all. "We were made for re-

demption," Rush declared. "The principles of it are

inherent, natural, and born with us." What were demands

for the satisfaction of injuries and the honoring of mili-

tary heroism and death but "perverted exercises of the mind

intended to recognize the Atonement and to admire it?"

It was natural, he noted, for obligation to produce intense

hostility. Thus Satan hated Christ intensely because of

"his having been redeemed by him" and cursed the whole

human race because of "their all being included in the

purchase of the Saviour, and of course his property."15”

Firmly grounded on a conviction of Christ's universal

atonement and on a rejection of the doctrine of endless

punishment, Rush's universalism reconciled his Calvinistic

155
and Arminian beliefs. God's sovereign justice punished

men for personal and inherited sin, but his infinite love

and mercy finally restored them--as Rush expressed it,

"God is undivided. His mercy must be coextensive with his

"155
justice--both [are] infinite. Partial redemption of

the elect prepared the way for a universal redemption of

d.157
the damne Thus, Rush concluded, ". . . may we not

15”Ihid., p. sun.

155"Travels Through Life," Autobiography, p. 163.
 

155"1792-1813," p. auu.

157". . . the elect will finally when they become

kings and priests to God convey the Gospel to that part of
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expect all vestiges and records and consequences of the

fall and sin of man will be swallowed up and annihilated

by the life and death of the Saviour of the world?"158

Furthermore, universalism reconciled the contrarie-

ties of liberty and necessity; both were necessary to

God's plan of final restoration and universal salvation.

As he explained it in his lecture on "Liberty and

Necessity,"

Is it not absurd to talk of ast or future

when we speak of the knowledge 0 the Deity?

Can anything be ast or future to a being who

exists from eternity to eternity? Are not past,

present, and future to Him, one eternal now?

Is not time a finite idea—only, and past—End

future knowable only to finite beings? May not

the moral actions of men then have appeared as

complete to the Deity at the creation as the

material world? I see the objects of a plain

Before me as distinctly as if I were near it.

My view of it has no influence on its form or

distance; the same probably occurs to the Deity

with respect to pre-existing actions. . . .

They all have an existence in the eternal mind.

. . . So far for necessity. But this is com-

patable with the most perfect liberty. . . .

Nor does this idea destroy man's responsibility.

He is still free. His liberty is essential to

the necessity--otherwise his action would have

no moral nature and could not be the object of

pardon, and for this purpose alone evil existed.

It must be free to be a crime, and crimes

existed, not for the diSplay of vindictive just-

ice in endless punishment, but for the display

of love in endless and universal happiness. This

removes all the fears and difficulties about

moral necessity. It was necessary that man should

fall--it was likewise necessary that he should be

free, or he could not have fallen. Liberty and

necessity are, therefore, both true, and both

 

the human race which perish in this world" (Ibid., p. 3H3).

Thus, "Both partial and universal redemption are true"

(Ibid., p. 3H5). See also Ibid., p. 339, Aug. in, 1811.

1581bid., p. 293, July 28, 1810.
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necessary to advance in due consistency all the

glorious attributes of God.

Thus, the doctrine of universal salvation became the cata-

lyst that fused Rush's disparate religious beliefs--the

oneness of God and the variety of His Creation, determinism

and free will, God's justice and His mercy, the fall of man

and Christ's redemption, the evil of the universe and God's

infinite goodness--into a unified Christian faith.160

159"Liberty and Necessity," Letters and Thoughts

(Ridgway MS.), pp. 28-30; I. Woodbridge Riley, "Benjamin

Rush as Materialist and Realist," Bulletin 2: Johns

Hopkins Hospital, XVIII (1907), 9“.

160On Rush's belief in immortality, see Jeremy Bel-

knap, Jan. 5, 1791, Letters, I, 57”; Horatio Gates, Sept.

3, 1797, Letters, 11W,; "1792-1813," p. 272, Sept. 8,

1807. Rush Believed that both the body and the soul were

immortal ("Lectures on Animal Life," 1799, Selected Writ-

in s, p. 180; "1792-1813," pp. 227—228, Aug—7.7—7,1 9‘72

or is argument that the idea of soul as material did

not threaten a belief in its immortality, see "The Influence

of Physical Causes upon the Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected

Writin s, p. 191; notes of Rush's Lectures taken by

urne (Medical and Chirurgical Faculty Library, Baltimore),

p. 71, in Riley, p. 91.



VII. The Relation Between Science and the Bible in

Rush's Theology

Rush was confident that his use of the evidence of

science to explain and defend religious doctrine proved

the essential harmony between science and theology, even

the possibility of a science of religion. The fact that

physiology and medical science shed valuable light on the

meaning of the Bible supported such hopes for a religious

science. The theologian, as Rush tried to demonstrate,

could re-interpret the mysteries, miracles, and prOphecies

of the Bible by analyzing the Scriptures according to the

principles of science. Yet the fact that Rush preferred

Scriptural revelation to natural and rejected a religion

of nature revealed the paradox of an underlying discord

between science and religion in his thought. Though he

labored to reconcile the Calvinistic heritage and 18th-

century scientific discoveries, he finally rejected

natural revelation and grounded his faith in the Bible,

concluding that it provided the only trustworthy founda-

tion for political, moral, and religious systems. All

other foundations, including science, proved to be quick-

sand.161

Better knowledge of the laws of nature, Rush believed,

161See especially, Adams, June 10, 1806, Letters, II,

919; Adams, Dec. 19, 1812, Letters, II, 1171.
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helped to clarify some parts of "the Christian revelation."162

"Natural history, and astronomy," said Rush, ". . . are

calculated to discover the meaning and establish the truth

"153
of many parts of the Scriptures. He told Jefferson,

therefore, that Adam Clarke "professes uncommon qualifi-

cations" for a Biblical commentary because among other things

he was a naturalist, a chemist, and an anatomist.16u

Hence, a pet project of Rush's was a commentary on

the Bible that would utilize the facts and principles of

medical and natural history to their fullest possibilities.

He reported to Jeremy Belknap in 1791 the general outline

of his proposed study:

I am now engaged in composing a small work

which I shall entitle "The application of the

principles oflmflicine to the explanation of

sundry events, and particularly of the dis—

eases and remedies mentioned in the Old and

New Testament." In this work I shall tread

on new ground, but my opinions will all tend

to establish the truth and excellency of the

Scriptures. One part of this essay will aid

our testimonies against the use of Spirits.

The labor of Egypt was supported by no other

cordial than by leeks and onions, and the wars

of the Jews only by wine, raisins, and cakes

of figs, exclusive of common aliment.l

He told John Dickinson in 1795 that his attempt to eXplain

162"The Influence of Physical Causes upon the Moral

Faculty," 1786, The Selected Writings 2: Benjamin Rush,

ed. Dagobert D. Runes (NewYork, I957), p. 7II.

 

153Ashhe1 Green, May 22, 1807, Letters, II, gus.

16"Jefferson, Feb. 1, 1811, LetterS, II: 1079'

1558e1knap, April 5, 1791, Letters, I, 579.
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various passages in the Bible "by the principles of medi-

cine and the laws of animal economy" not only provided

"many new arguments in favor of Christianity" but rendered

"infidelity, at least among physicians, as much a mark of

ignorance as it is of impiety or immorality."166

Though he never published his long-projected work, he

used some of his accumulated notes in other essays.167

In his 1774 oration on Indian medicine, he explained the

relationship between the diseases of the Jews in the Old

Testament and Christ's miracles:

The principal employments of the Jews,

like those of the Romans in their simple

ages, consisted in war and husbandry. Their

diet was plain, consisting chiefly of vege-

tables. Their only remedies were plasters

and ointments; which were calculated for

those diseases which are produced by accidents.

In proportion as they receded from their

simple customs, we find artificial diseases

prevail among them. The leprosy made its

appearance in their journey through the

wilderness. King Asa's pains in his feet,

were probably brought on by a fit of the

gout. Saul and Nebuchadnezzar were afflicted

with a melancholy. In the time of our Saviour,

we find an account of all those diseases in

Judea, which mark the declension of a people;

such as, the palsy, epilepsy, mania, blind-

ness, hemorrhagia uterina, 8c. It is

unnecessary to suppose, that they were let

loose at this juncture, on purpose to give

our Saviour an opportunity of making them the

chief subject of his miracles. They had been

produced from natural causes, by the gradual

depravity of their manners. It is remarkable,

that our Saviour chose those artificial

166Dickinson, Feb. 16, 1796, Letters, II, 770.

167Some of the notes collected for the book are in

the Rush MSS, Notebooks, vol. 1 (Letters, I, 580 n. 3).



366

diseases for the subject of his miracles, in

preference to natural diseases. The efforts

of nature, and the Operation of medicines,

are too slow and uncertain in these cases

to detract in the least from the validity

of the miracle. He cured Peter's mother-in-

law, it is true, of a fever; but to shew

that the cure was miraculous, the sacred

historian adds, (contrary to what is common

after a fever) "that she afgse immediately

and ministered unto them." 8

 

In his essay on the moral faculty, Rush examined a

number of Biblical events to illustrate the influence of

physical causes on moral behavior.169 Old Testament pro-

hibitions of diet, he explained, were actually based on

the influence of diet on the moral sense. Thus in the

Bible, "Fullness of bread" was a predisposing cause of

the vices of the Cities of the Plain. "The fasts so often

inculcated among the Jews were intended to lessen the

incentives to vice; for pride, cruelty, and sensuality,

are as much the natural consequences of luxury, as

apOplexies and palsies." The kind as well as amount of

food also influenced morals;

hence we find the moral diseases that have been

mentioned are most frequently the offspring of

animal food. The prOphet Isaiah seems to have

been sensible of this, when he ascribes such

salutary effects to a temperate diet. "Butter

and honey shall he eat," says he, "that he may

know to refuse the evil, and to choose the good."

The Old Testament, Rush observed, also gave ample evidence

168"Medicine Among the Indians of North America," 177”,

Selected Writings, p. 286 n.
 

169"Moral Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, pp. 193,

197, 201, 205.
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of an awareness that cleanliness was "a physical means

of promoting virtue":

The writings of Moses have been called, by

military men, the best "orderly book" in the

world. In every part of them we find clean-

liness inculcated with as much zeal, as if

it was part of the moral, instead of the

Levitical law. Now, it is well-known, that

the principal design of every precept and

rite of the ceremonial parts of the Jewish

religion, was to prevent vice, and to promote

virtue. All writers upon the leprosy, take

notice of its connection with a certain vice.

To this disease gross animal food, parti-

cularly swine's flesh, and a dirty skin,

have been thought to be prediSposing

causes-~hence the reason, probably, why

pork was forbidden, and why ablutions of the

body and limbs were so frequently inculcated

by the Jewish law.

Because bodily pain affected the moral powers of the

mind, it was one of the remedies used in the Scriptures to

extirpate vice and promote morality. The Bible connected

this and other physical causes such as solitude, music,

and diet with moral precepts because they were a means

of reforming vice. Thus a vegetable diet and silence

cured Nebuchadnezzar of his pride, and David's harp cured

Saul of his evil spirit. Such an association between

physiology and morals, declared Rush, explained St. Paul's

assertion that "I keep my body under, and bring it into

subjection, lest that by any means, when I have preached

to others, I myself should be cast—away."

Rush's example, in the essay, of the influence of

association on morality was perhaps his most ingenious use

of medical science to illuminate Biblical events. "It is
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by calling in this principle only," he explained,

that we can account for the conduct of Moses,

in grinding the golden calf into a powder,

and afterwards dissolving it (probably by

means of hepar sulphuris,) in water, and

compelling the children of Israel to drink

of it, as a punishment for their idolatry.

This mixture is bitter and nauseating in

the highest degree. An inclination to

idolatry, therefore, could not be felt,

without being associated with the remem-

brance of this disagreeable mixture, and of

course being rejected, with equal abhorrence.

Rush was convinced, therefore, that medicine, physiol-

ogy, and natural history were of incalculable value in

elucidating the meaning of the Bible.170 But the fact

remained Rush ultimately preferred the revelation of the

Bible to the revelation of nature--as his analysis of the

kinds of revelation in his "Defence of the Use of the

Bible as a School Book" made clear.171 Comparing Scrip-

tural revelation with the revelation of the moral faculty

170For other examples of his belief that many scientific

discoveries accorded with the events of the Bible, see the

discussion based on "The Bible as a School Book," 1791,

Selected Writings, pp. 122-123, in section ii of this

chapter. ’Rush, of course, used logic and reason as well

as scientific criticism in interpreting the Bible. See

his general discussion on understanding the Bible which

includes a lOgical and rational analysis of the Book of

Matthew on the issue of celibacy, in Mary Stockton, Sept.

7, 1788, Letters, I, H83-u86. See also "On Punishing

Murder by Death," 1792, Selected Writings, pp. 37-39, for

a logical argument against capital punishment based on

the Scriptures. "There is no Opinion so absurd or impious,"

Rush warned, "that may not be supported by solitary texts

of scripture. To collect the sense of the bible upon any

subject, we must be governed by its whole spirit and

tenor" (Ibid., p. #6).

 

171"The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, pp. 126-127.
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and of the Creation, he declared that the Bible was the

most reliable source of the word of God. Acknowledging

a belief "in an internal revelation, or a moral principle,

which God has implanted in the heart of every man, as the

precursor of his final dominion over the whole human race,"

he questioned the value of any concentrated effort to

explore how much it accorded with the Bible. Although

a close scrutiny of the principles of action in man might

discover most of the Christian doctrines revealed in the

Bible, "who is equal to such an enquiry?" Mankind's

"natural indolence, or laborious employments" did not

especially suit him for the task. The clear truth of the

Bible, moreover, rendered such an onerous chore unnecessary:

The internal revelation of the gOSpel may be

compared to the straight line which is made

through a wilderness by the assistance of

a compass, to a distant country, which few

are able to discover, while the Bible

resembles a public road to the same coun-

try, which is wide, plain, and easily found.

"And a highway shall be there, and it shall

be called the way of holiness. The wayfaring

men, though fools, shall not err therein."

Rush would not degrade "the Revelation which God has

made of himself to man in the works of creation" either,

but its light was dim compared to the Bible:

But the knowledge of God obtained from this

source, is obscure and feeble in its opera-

tion, compared with that which is derived

from the Bible. The visible creation speaks

of the Deity in hieroglyphics, while the

Bible describes all his attributes and per-

fections in such plain, and familiar lan-

guage that "he who runs may read."
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Even at the most liberal period of his career-—on the

eve of the Revolution--Rush maintained the supremacy of

the Scriptures. "Natural and revealed Religion," he wrote

in 1773, "always speak the same things, although the

latter delivers its precepts with a louder, and more

distinct voice than the former."172

Rush's antagonism toward natural religion, especially

deism, also revealed the underlying tension between science

and religion in his thought. "Reject natural religion,"

he noted in his commonplace book in 1807. "We should have

been not Pagans, but Brutes without Revelation, and as

to the arts of civilization, we should have known as little

as dogs or horses. All our capacities would have been

dormant."173 He praised Ashbel Green, acting president

of The College of New Jersey, for denying the existence

of a "Religion of Nature" in an address to the college.

"It is high time to chase the Deists from that ground."l7u

Rush rejected natural religion largely because it

was based solely on natural revelation——a source of God's

word that he found to be "obscure and feeble in its opera—

tion" in comparison with Biblical revelation. The real

danger in rejecting Biblical authority in favor of the

172"On Slave-Keeping," 1773, Selected Writingp, p. 7.

173"Commonplace Book, 1792-1813," Autobiogra h , ed.

George W. Corner (Princeton, 1948), p. 777, Sept. 8, 1807.

17uGreen, Dec. 9, 1802, Letters, II, 85u.
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revelation of nature, Rush felt, was that it opened the

door to atheism. "It would seem that natural knowledge

instead of leading men to God . . . led them from him.

Geology and Botany have both assailed Revelation. . . ."175

"An infidel to be consistent," he wrote in his journal in

1809, "should be an atheist, for the works of nature ex-

hibit more mysteries and contradictions than the Word of

God."176

He also criticized the deists because they "have

unduly multiplied the objects of reason. . . ." The

deists' exclusive reliance upon reason threatened to

create social and political chaos--as he explained to

Noah Webster,

But alas! my friend, I fear all our attempts

to produce political happiness by the soli-

tary influence of human reason will be as

fruitless as the search for the philOSOpher's

stone. It seems to be reserved to Chris—

tianity alone to produce universal, moral,

political, and physical happiness. Reason

produces, it is true, great and pOpular

truths, but it affords motives too feeble

to induce mankind to act agreeable to them.

Christianity unfolds the same truths and

accompanies them with motives, agreeable,

powerful, and irresistible. I anticipate

nothing but suffering to the human race while

the present systems of paganism, deism, and

175"1792-1813," Autobiography, p. 338, Feb. 5, 1810.

"The greatest number of infidels and atheists are to be

found among those men who see most of the wisdom of God

in his works, viz. Philos0phers. . ." (Ibid., p. 33%, ca.

1809). Rush used the word infidel to deSIgnate a non-

Christian, especially one who rejected the divine revela-

tion of the Bible.

 

1751bid., p. 335, ca. 1809.
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atheism prevail in the world. New England

may escape the storm which impends our globe,

but if she does, it will only be by adhering

to the religious principles and moral habits

of the first settlers of that country.177

Rush charged that the deists actually had borrowed

their principles from Christianity. "All that is just

in principle or conduct in a Deist," he declared, "is

taken from his previous knowledge Of Christian Religion

or the influence Of Christian company. A man not educated

under such circumstances would know nothing of what is

d "178

goo As he explained in his proposal to use the Bible

in public schools,

. . . many men have rejected the prejudices

derived from the Bible: but I believe no man

ever did so, without having been made wiser

or better, by the early Operation of these

prejudices upon his mind. Every just prin-

ciple that is to be found in the writings

of Voltaire, is borrowed from the Bible: and

the morality of the Deists, which has been

so much admired and praised, is, I believe,

in most cases, the effect Of habits, pro-

duced by early instruction in the principles

of Christianity.

"All natural Religion," concluded Rush, "as it is falsely

called, is the result of scattered rays of Revelation.

177Noah Webster, July 20, 1788, Letters, II, 799.

l78"l792-1813," p. 33a, ca. 1809.

179"The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 118.

"The boasted morality of the deists is, I believe, in

most cases, the offspring of habits, produced originally

by the principles and precepts of Christianity" ("Moral

Faculty," 1786, Selected Writings, p. 202).
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It is the moonlight of Christianity."180

Rush condemned natural religion, then, because it

rejected the authority of the Scriptures. The Bible, as

Rush defined it, was the "written revelation of the will

of God, to the children Of men." It contained "more truths

than any other book in the world: so true is the testi-

mony that it bears Of God in his works of creation,

providence, and redemption, that it is called Eggth itself,

by way of pre-eminence above things that are simply

130"l792-1813," p. 335, ca. 1809. For positive com-

ments on deism, see Ibid., p. 229, Aug. 22, 1793; "Punish-

ing," 1792, Selected Writings, p. H6. Though Rush played

a decisive role in the origination of Paine's Common Sense,

he reacted negatively to Paine's deistic Ate of Reason

(John Dickinson, Feb. 16, 1796, Letters, , 770; hdams,

Sept. 16, 1808, Letters, II, 978; "1792-1813," p. 323,

June 8, 1809; James Cheetham, Jan. 6, 1810, Letters, II,

1033—1034). In 1809, Rush wrote James Cheetham, author

Of a hostile biography of Paine, that he had not seen

Paine "when he passed through Philadelphia a few years

ago. His principles avowed in his Agg'gf Reason were so

Offensive to me that I did not wish to renew my intercourse

with him" (Cheetham, July 17, 1809, Letters, II, 1009).

Rush found Jefferson's "Christian" deism more acceptable.

See "Travels Through Life," Autobiogra h , p. 152; Jeffer—

son, Aug. 22, 1800, Letters, II, 825; Je¥ferson, May 5,

1803, Letters, II, 86%. Rush's antagonism toward natural

religion should not obscure the fact that he was usually

tolerant of various religions and denominations (See

"On the Different Species of Mania," 1787, Selected Writ-

in s, p. 217; "On Manners," 1769, Selected Wfitings, pp.

9u-395; "Of the Mode Of Education PrOper in a Republic,"

Selected Writingg, p. 88: "Travels Through Life," Auto-

biograph , p. 79; Adams, April 5, 1800, Letters, II, 962-

963; Matthew Carey, Nov. 2%, 1808, Letters, II, 989). Rush

believed that republican governments should encourage

religious freedom and individualism (See "On Manners,"

1769, Selected Writings, p. 381; Jefferson, Oct. 6, 1800,

Letters, II, 82u-825; Charles Nisbet, April 17, 178M,

1, 475; Adams, June 15, 1791, Letters, I, 517; Adams,

April 5, 1808, Letters, II, 962-963).
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"181
true. He wrote in his autobiography that he never once

"entertained a doubt of the divine origin of the Bible."182

He was confident therefore that mankind erred in religion,

"only because 'we do not know the scriptures'":

Immense truths, I believe, are concealed in

them. The time, I have no doubt, will come,

when. . . . those truths which have escaped

our notice, or, if discovered, have been

thought to be Opposed to each other, or to

be inconsistent with themselves, will then

like the stones Of Solomon's temple, be found

so exactly to accord with each other, that

they shall be cemented without noise or force,

into 333 simple and sublime system of reli—

gion.

If man erred in religion by not relying on the Bible,

he erred in human affairs for the same reason. The Jews,

Rush pointed out, "flourished as a nation, in prOportion

as they honored and read the books of Moses. . . ."

During the wicked reign of Manassah, Moses' law was neg-

lected and misery plagued the Jewish nation. But when

Josiah, finding it in the rubbish of the temple, brought

it into general use again, "national virtue and prosperity"

returned. But the benefits of the Bible, Rush argued,

were not confined solely to the Hebrew nations. Since the

reformation, "instruction in the principles of Christianity,

by means of the Bible," seemed to have caused "the moral

and enlightened character" of such countries as Germany

181"The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, pp. 119. 121-
 

182"Travels Through Life," p. 31.

183"The Bible," 1791, Selected Writings, p. 122.
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and Scotland as well as the New England states.l8"

It seemed axiomatic to Rush, then, that "everything

good in man, and all his knowledge of God and a future

state, are derived wholly from scattered and traditional

rays of the successful revelations recorded in the Bible.

Without them, men would have been elevated above beasts

of prey only in wickedness and misery."185 All of his

other schemes for happiness in society failing, Rush

turned to the Bible. In the end, he rejected science and

reason, the "infallible" method of the Enlightenment, as

a means of perfecting society; only Biblical truth fur-

nished a reliable basis for religious, moral, and political

institutions:

By renouncing the Bible, philosophers swing

from their moorings upon all moral subjects.

Our Saviour in speaking Of it calls it

"Truth" in the abstract. It is the only

correct map of the human.heart that ever

has been published. It contains a faithful

representation Of all its follies, vices,

and crimes. All systems Of religion,

morals, and government not founded upon it

must perish, and how consoling the thought—-

it will not only survive the wreck Of these

Systems but the world itself.186

1891bid., pp. 120-121.

185Ashbel Green, Dec. 9, 1802, Letters, II, 859.

186Adams, Jan. 23, 1807, Letters, II, 935.



VIII. Conclusion

Rush's theology, then, was a synthesis of orthodox

and liberal principles fused together by the doctrine of

universal salvation. In his explication of these religious

beliefs, science played a significant role. In several

instances, medical science and natural history gave Rush

telling arguments for orthodox tenets, such as original

sin, and liberal tenets, such as God's infinite goodness

and absolute sovereignty. He based his solution to the

problem of evil largely on his unitary theory of disease

and interpreted many Biblical passages in terms of medical

science. All of these tended to support his conviction

that science was a secure foundation for religion, and

that he could create a science of religion.

Yet through the years Rush gradually lost faith in

science as a means to moral and religious perfection.

Though it produced fruitful commentary on his religious

convictions, Rush became increasingly aware that it too

frequently led men away from rather than toward religious

faith. The religion Of nature, spawned by a dependence

on natural revelation, undermined Biblical authority.

In the end he grounded Christianity completely on faith--

on a fideism that grew out of his rejection of reason,

constant observation of examples of human depravity and

folly, and skepticism over human efforts to achieve progress.

376
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Finally convinced that the gospel dispensation, in its

promise of universal salvation, provided the only path

to temporal and future happiness, he based his religious

faith solely on the Bible.

When Rush, in a letter to Adams in 1811, reviewed the

failure of his humanitarian efforts in politics, education,

medicine, penology, abolition, and temperance, he suggested

his disillusion with progress by comparing himself to

Jeremiah:

. . . I think there is a character in the Old

Testament which . . . accords with mine. It

is that of the prOphet Jeremiah. I shall give

it to you in his own words. "Woe is me, my

mother, that thou hast borne me, a man Of

strife and a man of contention to the whole

earth. I have neither lent on usury nor have

men lent me on usury, yet every one 2: them

doth curse mg."

 

Religion gave Rush the only consolation left for reform--

"It is only by experiencing the malice and rage of man that

we can comprehend what is meant by having fellowship with

the sufferings of the Son of God."188

187Adams, Dec. 26, 1811, Letters, II, 1115-1116.

Rush quoted Jeremiah XV: 10.

188John Dickinson, Oct. 11, 1797, Letters, II, 793.



CONCLUSION

In this study of Rush's political, philOSOphical,

and religious thought, we have stressed the intellectual

interplay in its development between the traditions of

science and religion. Utilizing the tools of the Enlight-

enment--that is, reason, the scientific method, and the

natural laws of God's Creation--Rush worked to perfect

society, and to create a science of government, morality,

religion, and the mind. He sincerely believed that sci-

ence and Christianity could combine into one harmonious

system of thought--as he expressed it to Charles Nisbet:

Here everything is in a plastic state. Here

the benefactor of mankind may realize all

his schemes for promoting human happiness.

Human nature here . . . yields to reason,

justice, and common sense. Come, sir, and

spread the influence of science and religion

among us. America seems destined by heaven

to exhibit to the world the perfection which

the mind of man is capable of receiving from

the combined Operation Of liberty, learning,

and the gospel upon it.1

Yet ironically, in view of this effusive definition

of the American mission, the Puritan strain in Rush's

religious thought, with its pessimistic views of human

nature and the possibility of social betterment, failed

to harmonize with the utOpian aims of his scientific

beliefs. The two strains of thought refused to adhere,

and eventually became mutually repellent. The tension

between them not only accounted for much of the

1Nisbet, Dec. 5, 1783, Letters, I, 316.
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inconsistency in his thought but also his rejection of

science in favor of theology as the more trustworthy basis

for happiness.

Before concluding this study we should review briefly

the main ideas in Rush's political, philosophical, and

religious thought, tracing in particular both the discord

and the harmony that the interaction of religion and

science created in his thought.

Rush based his political thought on two fundamental

principles--that sound governmental theory reCOgnized the

inherent depravity of the human species and included

necessary measures for its control, and that good govern-

Hent reflected scientific principles in its organization,

by reproducing in its structure the Newtonian pattern for

proper stability and permanence and by encouraging the

growth and health of the human species. The measure of

good government was the physical and mental health of its

citizens; a flourishing population always accompanied

sound social and political institutions. According to

Rush, then, political science became a branch of natural

history and physiology. Using these criteria, he rejected

military despotism, simple democracy, and monarchy because

they failed to incorporate the necessary provisions to

control human depravity and failed to apply scientific

principles, creating chaos instead of order, producing

mental and physical illness instead of health. But a
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republican government succeeded where the others failed,

since its complex system of checks and balances and separa-

tion of powers in order to secure simple principles imitated

the balance and harmony of the universe, controlled polit-

ical depravity, and encouraged health and longevity in the

species.

Rush's basic philosophy was Jeffersonian in that it

emphasized empiricism, associationism, and materialism--

concepts largely derived from his physiological theory of

life. These views, Rush contended, were not only compatible

with Christian theology, but helped to substantiate it.

Certain aspects of his philOSOphical thought, however,

refused to adhere to Jeffersonian thought. Influenced by

Calvinism, he retained deterministic, necessitarian views

in his thinking, in contrast to the Jeffersonians who

stressed free will, and he eventually rejected a physiology

of morals in favor Of morality based on Christianity.

Moreover, he alternated between monistic materialism

and a Christian dualism of mind and matter, of liberty and

necessity. He also qualified his empiricism, by indicating

a preference of theory to empiricism in medicine and by

occasionally speculating on romantic concepts, such as

the existence of an intuitive faculty in the mind. Most

significantly, he gradually develOped a skeptical fideism

that rejected rationalism, denied progress through human

efforts, repudiated the scientific emphasis of the

Enlightenment, and envisioned a millennium brought about
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by Christian faith alone.

Rush composed his religious creed of many orthodox

and heterodox principles, reconciled and unified by the

doctrine of universal salvation and final restitution.

Convinced that science and religion were compatible, Rush,

especially before 1800, utilized natural history and

medical theory to explain religious doctrines and Scrip-

tural texts. But his vision of creating a natural history

of religion and morals faded with the passing years, even

though scientific analysis seemed to illuminate many of

his religious precepts and principles. Disillusioned by

a sense of frustration and failure in his humanitarian

activities, he gradually moved away from a reliance upon

science and reason toward an attitude of religious fideism,

finally grounding morality and Christianity solely on a

faith in the Bible.

Threading through his religious, philOSOphical, and

political thought, then, was the interaction of science

and religion--now reinforcing each other, now working at

cross purposes in his thinking. It accounted for the

anomalies, contradictions, and inconsistencies in his

thought, for his tendency to offset one assertion with

another: necessity with liberty, monistic materialism

with a dualism of mind and matter, Calvinism with Arminian-

ism, faith in scientific rationalism with skeptical fideism.

Sometimes he synthesized opposites, as in his doctrine of
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universalism and his republican political philosophy, but

frequently incongruity and dissonance remained, especially

in his philosophical beliefs.

The clash between the scientific and religious polari-

ties Of Rush's mind was a manifestation of the conflict

between two intellectual traditions in American thought--

the Enlightenment with its emphasis on rationalism, its

belief in human progress, its conviction of human benevolence

and perfectibility, its passionate desire for social improve-

ment, and its faith in the natural right of equality; and

the Puritan heritage with its conviction of the inherent

depravity of the human species, its pessimistic rejection

of progress and perfection, its suspicion of democracy

and equality, its reliance on God's providential rule of

the universe, and its anti-rationalism. Complicating the

intellectual milieu of the late Revolutionary Age in

America was the rise of romantic thought with its rejection

of empiricism and reason and its reliance on intuitive

knowledge, following closely the impact Of the Age of

Reason. Out of this welter of conflicting ideas Rush

eclectically built his philosophy. To consider the

Jeffersonian side of his mind exclusively, therefore, is

to understand only part of his thought—-the part which,

ironically, he finally repudiated in favor of religious

fideism. A full comprehension of his political, philo-

sophical, and religious thought requires an understanding
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of all the facets of his complex mind.

Perhaps the greatest paradox to come out of this study

of Rush's thought is the irony of the humanitarian reformer

who believed that society could be improved moving toward

skepticism, losing faith in reason, science, and man,

finally believing that only God could better society. Rush

began his public career confident that science held the

key to America's future greatness. In an oration before

the American Philosophical Society in 17H”, he envisioned

a "mighty fabric of science, which like a well built arch,

can only rest upon the whole of its materials, completely

furnished from the treasures of this unexplored quarter

of the globe." If government would actively support the

scientific schemes of the society, he declared,

What may we not expect from this harmony be-

tween the sciences and government! Methinks

I see canals cut, rivers once impassible

rendered navigable, bridges erected, and

roads improved, to facilitate the exporta-

tion of grain. I see the banks of our

rivers vying in fruitfulness with the banks

of the river of Egypt. I behold our farmers,

nobles; our merchants princes. But I for-

bear--Imagination cannot swell with the

subject.2

The physician's reSponsibility as a reformer, Rush

contended, was to utilize medical science in order to

eradicate misery from the globe:

Human misery of every kind is evidently on the

decline. Happiness, like truth, is a unit.

2"Medicine Among the Indians of North America,“ The

Selected Writin s of Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert D. Runes

(New York, 1957§, 57.291.
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While the world, from the progress of intel-

lectual, moral and political truth, is

becoming a more safe and agreeable abode

for man, the votaries of medicine should not

be idle. All the doors and windows of the

temple of nature have been thrown open by

the convulsions of the late American Revolu-

tion. This is the time, therefore, to press

upon her altars. We have already drawn from

them discoveries in morals, philosophy, and

government, all of which have human happiness

for their object. Let us preserve the unity

of truth and happiness, by drawing from the

same source, in the present critical moment,

a knowledge of antidotes to those diseases

which are supposed to be incurable.3

In this mission, religion and science would march together:

"The extension of the Kingdom of Christ and of the empire

of reason and science in our country," Rush told Charles

Nisbet in 178”, "are the only principles that have actuated

my conduct."u

But after 1800 Rush gradually drOpped the theme of

the rise and prOgress of science in America. In 1806 he

admitted to Adams that "Civilization, science, and commerce

have long ago failed in their attempts to improve mankind";

he now placed his "only hope for suffering and depressed

humanity" on a "belief in a new and divine order of things

which . . . will be introduced into our world by the

influence of the gospel upon individuals and nations."5

3"Duties of aPhysician," 1789, Selected Writingg: P-
 

321.

uNisbet, Aug. 27, l78u, Letters, I, 339. See also

Jeremy Belknap, May 5, 1790, Hatters, I, 566.

5Adams, June 10, 1806, Letters, II, 919.
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"I have been educated in the unbelief," he confessed to

Adams in 1812, "of the philOSOpher's stone, of an elixir

that shall restore the antediluvian age, of a panacea of

a single medicine that shall cure all diseases, of the

omnipotence of human reason, and of the perfectibility

of governments composed of imperfect materials. . . ."6

When Rush recommended to Adams in 1811 that he leave a

testimony to the citizens of America on the subject of

political and social happiness, he stressed that "in such

a performance you may lay the foundation of national

happiness only in religion," not in a physiology of morals.7

Religion, not science, had become Rush's single hope for

the continued existence of the Republic.

6Adams, Dec. 19, 1812, Letters, II, 1171. In his

Diseases of the Mind, Rush li3t33_§mong the causes of

mental aeEEhgzfient the intense study of the sciences and

such "imaginary objects of knowledge" as "the means of

discovering perpetual motion; of converting the base metals

into gold; of prolonging life to the antediluvian age; of

producing perfect order and happiness in morals and govern-

ment, by the Operations of human reason. . ." (Diseases

3: the Mind, Philadelphia, 1812, p. 36, in Nathan C.

oodman, Ben'amin Rush, Physician and Citizen, l7u6-1813,

Philadelphia, I55H, p. 261.

 

7Adams, Aug. 20, 1811, Letters, II, 1095-1096.
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