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Chapter One:

Historiography

“The public mind would not yet bear the proposition,” Thomas Jefferson had reflected
over his failure to propose Bill 51.1 This quote from Jefferson’s autobiography summarizes all
his antislavery attempts throughout his life. However, when Jefferson refers to this ‘public
mind’, who is he referring to? In this context, it primarily refers to the prevailing sentiment,
attitudes, and beliefs of the society in Virginia at the time. It is important to recognize that the
“public mind” encompassed a range of perspectives, but Virginia was primarily made up of a
slave-owning class during Jefferson’s life. Thus, when Jefferson speaks of the “public mind” he
is speaking of the southern slave owners. Each of his verbal lashings against slavery were often
met with support, but whenever these words were attempted to be placed into formal writings,
there was always significant push back from this ‘the public mind.” Many of the political and
economic aristocrats in Virginia were indeed slaveholders, and the institution of slavery was
deeply ingrained in the state's economy and society. Jefferson's acknowledgment of the “public
mind” not bearing the proposition of emancipation highlights the societal reluctance to make
significant changes to the institution of slavery. For example, Jefferson’s case for the escaped
slave Samuel Howell was thrown out of court when he boldly invoked natural rights, declaring
“under the law of nature, all men are born free, every one comes into the world with a right to his
own person, which includes the liberty of moving and using it at his own will. This is what is
called personal liberty, and is given him by the author of nature, because necessary for his own

sustenance.””?

! Thomas Jefferson, Autobiography, 51.
2 Paul Leicester Ford, ed.,The Writings of Thomas Jefferson (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1892), 1:373-381.



When he was in the House of Burgess, he seconded a motion by his elder cousin, the
respectable Richard Bland, to present a bill that returned the right of the individual owners to
manumit their slaves. This motion was met with disdain, and Bland was “denounced as an
enemy to his country and was treated with the grossest indecorum.””® Then, when Jefferson
presented his draft of the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson’s paragraph condemning the
King for slavery was removed by the other delegates: the northerners who benefited financially
from the slave trade and the aristocratic southerners who did not wish to condemn the institution
in such harsh language; again, defeated by the ‘public mind.’* Arguably, Jefferson’s greatest
anti-slavery proposal was his Report of a Plan of Government for the Western Territory, which
would allow western territories to enter the Union as states; they would do so on equal footing
with the original states.® This proposal, following the acceptance of Virginia's cession of its
western territory, would not only ban slavery north of the Ohio river but south of it as well.®
Jefferson’s proposal failed by one vote, and he bitterly wrote to his friend, Jean Nicolas

Demeunier:

% Thomas Jefferson to Edward Coles, August 25, 1814. See also Dumas Malone, “Jefferson the Virginian,” in
Jefferson and His Time (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1948), 1:134; Richard K. MacMaster, “Arthur Lee's ‘Address
on Slavery’: An Aspect of Virginia's Struggle to End the Slave Trade, 1765— 1774,” Virginia Magazine of History
and Biography 80, no. 2 (April 1972): 149; Thomas Jefferson, Autobiography of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Ford, 7.
While the bill cannot be located within the Burgesses’ records, it was common for bills not to be reported if they
failed to pass.

4 Thomas Jefferson, Autobiography. There is a division in the scholarship as to the true reason for the removal of the
final paragraph. Peter Onuf agrees with more critical scholars that Jefferson’s language was impassioned but points
out that “Jefferson’s rhetoric accurately registered his own complicated sense of the dilemmas that independence
would both resolve and precipitate. For Jefferson was not only declaring a state of war between the British and
American nations, but he was also acknowledging the nationhood of enslaved Africans and the legitimacy of their
claims to freedom and independence.” See Onuf, “To declare them a free and equal people,” 12. See also Ari Helo,
Thomas Jefferson’s Ethics and the Politics of Human Progress: The Morality of a Slaveholder (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2014), 160; and Eric Slauter, “The Declaration of Independence and the New Nation,”
in The Cambridge Companion to Thomas Jefferson, ed. Frank Shuffelton (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2008), 22.

® Julian P. Boyd, ed., The Papers of Thomas Jefferson (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950),

6:582; Malone, “Jefferson the Virginian,” 412; Francis S. Philbrick, The Rise of the West, 1754-1830, New
American Nation Series (New York: Harper & Row, Harper Torchbooks, 1965), 127.

6 William Merkel, "Jefferson's Failed Anti-Slavery Proviso of 1784 and the Nascence of Free-Soil
Constitutionalism," Seton Hall Law Review 38, no. 2, (2008).



voice of a single individual of the state, which was divided, or of one of those which were
of the negative, would have prevented this abominable crime from spreading itself over
the new country. Thus, we see the fate of millions unborn hanging on the tongue of one
man, and Heaven was silent in that awful moment.’

Jefferson was once again defeated by the public mind. So, the question becomes, if
Jefferson could not defeat the public mind, could he change it? Jefferson realized that the public
mind could not be changed overnight, especially by force, arguing that “[a]ny premature effort to
interfere with the institution would violate the fundamental rights of free citizens and jeopardize
the progress of the community as a whole toward a more enlightened understanding of its true
collective interests.”® Therefore, for the public to embrace emancipation, it must be the right
time, and they must be educated. This is one of the reasons Jefferson found his 1778 Bill for the
More General Diffusion of Knowledge to be so important. It was not just simply an educational
bill; it was designed to be the first step necessary for the restructuring of Virginia’s aristocracy
into a meritocracy.

Jefferson believed that leaders “should be rendered by liberal education worthy to
receive, and able to guard the sacred deposit of the rights and liberties of their fellow citizens”;
“they should be called to that charge without regard to wealth, birth or other accidental condition
or circumstance.” And from there, they will be educated in not only reading, writing, and
arithmetic but also moral principles.® The leaders Jefferson sought were his natural aristocrats,
unlike the ‘artificial aristocracy” that was “founded on wealth and birth, without either virtue or

talents; for with these it would belong to the first class.”'® With the public mind guided by a

7 Jefferson to Jean Nicolas Demeunier, June 22, 1786.

8 Ari Helo and Peter Onuf, “Jefferson, Morality, and the Problem of Slavery,” The William and Mary Quarterly 60,
no. 3 (2003): 586.

9 “A Bill for the More General Profusion of Knowledge,” in Papers, eds. Oberg and Looney.

10 Jefferson to John Adams, October 28, 1813.



natural aristocracy that values justice and virtue and are, thus, enlightened, they could now bear a
proposition of emancipation.

Restrained by the beliefs of his generation, Jefferson, in his retirement, looked to the next
generation of Virginians as the one that might champion the emancipation movement. These
young men “have sucked in the principles of liberty,” he wrote to Richard Price, “as it were with
their mother's milk, and it is to them I look with anxiety to turn the fate of this question.”** Here,
Jefferson looked to his own educational experience at William and Mary that he received at the
hands of George Wythe. This inspiration was a foundational piece in the creation of the
University of Virginia (UVA). Jefferson declared the objective of his university was to “instruct
the mass of our citizens in these their rights interests and duties as men and citizens.”

In more precise verbiage, Jefferson envisioned UV A to “form statesmen, legislators, and
judges” and to “expound the principles and structure of government.” These future statesmen,
the natural aristocrats, were expected “to harmonize and promote the interests of agriculture
manufactures and commerce.”2 When the views on slavery of the original Board of Visitors and
the first professors are analyzed, it is clear there was an unofficial anti-slavery sentiment floating
around the University. However, like all of Jefferson’s previous attempts towards slavery, the
institution providing enlightenment for the student body meant to compose the natural aristocrats
corrupted the staff and, arguably, the students.

Jefferson’s battle with the ‘public mind’ has followed his legacy from the beginning.
There is a multitude of intellectual historical schools of thought regarding Jefferson and his
paradoxical beliefs about slavery. Within the lens of slavery, there have been several schools of

thought regarding Jefferson and slavery, each at war with another over the multiple characters of

11 Jefferson to Richard Price, August 7, 1785.
12 An accessible copy of the Report is published in the Peterson’s Jefferson Writings, 457-476.



Jefferson.'® Jefferson’s legacy following his death in 1826 until the time of the American Civil
War in 1865 was depicted positively by both pro and anti-slavery promulgators who sought to
use the founder’s beliefs to support their own causes.** Abraham Lincoln wrote in 1859: “All
honor to Jefferson...who... had the coolness, forecast, and capacity to introduce into a merely
revolutionary document, an abstract truth, applicable to all men and all times.”*® Concurrently,
Confederates also invoked Jefferson, highlighting his adverse opinions of African Americans—
not freeing his own slaves, and his staunch support of slaveholders’ rights during the Missouri
Crisis of 1819.2% As Sydney Hook concluded, Jefferson’s legacy “gives the lecturer almost carte
blanche to take his point of departure from almost any current discipline or fundamental human
problem.”*’

However, following the end of the Civil War, Jefferson’s reputation deteriorated as critics
emphasized his role in developing the sectional tensions that created the war. Furthermore, his
lack of substantial actions against the institution of slavery itself was highlighted, with
abolitionist Moncure Conway proclaiming, “Never did a man achieve more fame for what he did
not do.”® Still, Jefferson’s reputation would recover during the late 1920s as the financial factors
of the Great Depression brought to light the extremes of the market forces that Jefferson opposed

during the formation of the United States.'® His popularity continued to surge during Franklin D.

Roosevelt’s administration, as “by 1943 Jefferson had come to embody America itself.”%°

13 Merrill D. Peterson, The Jefferson Image in the American Mind (United States: Thomas Jefferson Memorial
Foundation, 1998), 445.

1% Francis Cogliano, Thomas Jefferson: Reputation and Legacy (Edinburgh University Press, 2006), 4.

15 Frank Shuffelton, The Cambridge Companion to Thomas Jefferson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2009), 4.

16 Shuffelton, The Cambridge Companion, 4.

17 Sidney Hook, The Paradoxes of Freedom (University of California Press, 1962), 7.

8 Henry Wiencek, Master of the Mountain: Thomas Jefferson and his Slaves (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
2012), 7.

19 Cogliano, Thomas Jefferson, 5.

20 Cogliano, 6.



Historians portrayed Jefferson as a symbol of freedom, equality, and universal rights. He was
someone who was “disturbed by slavery.”?! Soon, many began to embrace the writing of James
Patron, “If Jefferson was wrong, America is wrong. If America is right, Jefferson was right.””??

The positivity of Jefferson’s legacy continued and bled into his association with slavery.
This complimentary evaluation of Jefferson was promulgated by arguably one of the most
influential Jeffersonian historians, Merrill D. Peterson. Peterson’s most notable works are The
Jefferson Image in the American Mind (1960) and Thomas Jefferson and the New Nation (1970).
In The Jefferson Image, Peterson contends that “No other words from his pen, or perhaps from
any pen, were often quoted as gospel by anti-slavery” than Jefferson’s denunciation of slavery in
Notes on the State of Virginia.?® Peterson wrote extensively on the histography of Jefferson and
contends that Jefferson was as polarizing 200 years ago as he is today, with both abolitionists
and proslavery partisans pointing to his writings and actions to both vilify and justify their
positions.?* Peterson claims that Jeffersonian republicanism morphed into Jacksonian democracy
during the Antebellum Era when the Whigs claimed Jefferson to be nationalist in favor of the
“American System” while simultaneously the states’ rights supporters viewed him as the father
of nullification.?®

Peterson argues that the true Jefferson has been lost as the various fragments of his mind
were parceled out among bitter antagonists and legacies of discord were laid to him.?® He

elaborates on the complexity of Jefferson within Thomas Jefferson and the New Nation,

believing that Jefferson was inarticulate about the processes of thought that he conducted during

2L Robert C. Parkinson, “First from the Right,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 112 (2004): 3.
22 James Parton, Life of Thomas Jefferson (Boston: James R. Osgood and Company, 1874), 3:165.

2 Peterson, The Jefferson Image, 48.

2 Ibid., 54.

% Ibid., 63.

% Ibid., 188-198.



the revolutionary event, arguing that Jefferson might not have understood them himself.?’ Yet,
Peterson proclaimed that ““all of Jefferson’s values and goals dictated the extermination of
slavery.”?8 But the issue with Jefferson and his legacy is his relationship with the image of
America. As the author of the Declaration of Independence, that document represents what
America ought to be. Peterson concludes: “tamper with Jefferson, and you tamper with that
image.”?°

Those who express similar views as Peterson are collectively labeled as “emancipationist
historians” by Francis Cogliano.%® James Curtis Ballagh presented an excellent illustration of this
positive outlook of Jefferson, proclaiming, “It was Jefferson who first gave effective and forcible
expression to” anti-slavery sentiments in his native state.””*! Ballagh would take this a step
further by proclaiming that Jefferson was more progressive than any other Revolutionary
statesman, commenting that “Madison, Washington, and Henry were more conservative” on the
issue of slavery than the Sage of Monticello.*? Likewise, Ulrich Phillips commended Jefferson’s
Notes on Virginia for containing “phrases afterward classic among abolitionists” in 1923.%

The positive interpretation of the emancipationist continued into the second half of the

twentieth century, with historian Dumas Malone asserting that Jefferson “was in advance of

predominant opinion in his state on the question of slavery” in 1967.3* Malone, the leading

27 Merrill D. Peterson, Thomas Jefferson and the New Nation: A Biography (United Kingdom: Oxford University
Press, 1986), 45.

28 Peterson, Thomas Jefferson, 998.

2 Peterson, The Jefferson Image, 447.

30 Cogliano, Thomas Jefferson, 210.

31 James Curtis Ballagh, 4 History of Slavery in Virginia (Baltimore: John Hopkins Press, 1902), 128.

32 Ballagh, 4 History of Slavery, 130.

33 Ulrich Phillips, American Negro Slavery: A Slavery of the Supply, Employment and Control of Negro Labor as
Determined by the Plantation Regime — 2" ed. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1966) 123;
Peterson, The Jefferson Image in the American Mind (United States: Thomas Jefferson Memorial Foundation, 1998),
188-189.

34 Dumas Malone, “Mr. Jefferson and the Traditions of Virginia,” The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography
75, no. 2 (April 1967): 137.
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Jefferson scholar of the postwar era, did little to hide his admiration for Jefferson, who he
believed was a courageous proponent of change, championing states’ rights to safeguard freedom
of expression rather than supporting slavery or racial domination. “There can be no question of
the liberalism of the mind of Jefferson,” Malone wrote. “In his own day, he was often described
as a revolutionary, and his record of opposition to the vested interests of his time is clear.”%
Malone and Peterson would become the foremost speakers of the emancipationist interpretation
of Jefferson, with Peterson’s Thomas Jefferson and the New Nation (1970) claiming that ‘No
abolitionist of later time ever cried out more prophetically against slavery’ than Jefferson had in
Notes on Virginia, and even taking it a step further by surmising that ‘a gradual emancipation’
had been Jefferson’s ‘cherished goal’ in life.®

However, there was a shift in scholarship in the 1960s as historians began to question the
sincerity of Jefferson and his anti-slavery beliefs. Jefferson was dubbed the ‘patron saint of
American hypocrisy,’ a title that his legacy has yet to recover from.*” Gordon S. Wood noted that
“[d]uring the past three decades or so, many people, including some historians, have concluded
that something was seriously wrong with America. And if something is wrong with America,
then something has to be wrong with Jefferson.”® Jefferson’s legacy crumbled so much that
historian William G. Merkel contended that “more than a few working historians... appear to
dislike Jefferson more intensely than most of us dislike anyone actually living.”3®

The first crushing blow to Jefferson’s legacy came from Winthrop Jordan’s analysis of

racial prejudice in America, White Over Black (1968). Jordan’s work provided the framework

3 Dumas Malone, "The Jefferson Faith," Saturday Review 26 (April 13, 1943): 6.

3 Peterson, Thomas Jefferson, 70.

37 Cogliano, Thomas Jefferson, 7.

38 Gordon S. Wood, "The Trials and Tribulations of Thomas Jefferson," in Jeffersonian Legacies, ed. Onuf, 395.
3 William G. Merkel, “To See Oneself as a Target of a Justified Revolution: Thomas Jefferson and Gabriel’s
Uprising,” American Nineteenth Century History 4, no. 2 (Summer 2003): 1.
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that much modern research still builds upon. Jordan contended that while Jefferson may have
had a disdain for slavery, he did believe that Negros were inferior to white men. Jordan, in a
unique examination at the time, analyzed the predicament almost entirely on Jefferson’s
emotions, his ideas, and the conflict within Jefferson over the paradoxical predispositions. Jordan
observed that Jefferson was “intellectually trapped by American slavery...While his political
theory and indeed his entire worldview declared slavery to be wrong, Jefferson’s social views
greatly complicated and compromised his thinking about the institution.”**°

Due to Jefferson’s understanding of the creation of the universe as a single creation ruled
by natural law, Negroes, by default, are entitled to natural rights as human beings, which he
recognized. However, he also held the belief that blacks were biologically inferior. Because of
this assessment, Jordan argues, Jefferson must have “suspected that the Creator might have in
fact created men unequal; and he could not say this without giving his assertion exactly the same
logical force as his famous statement to the contrary.”*! Jordan’s interpretation of Jefferson was
the “sounding board for his culture” through his analysis of Jefferson’s comments on race and
slavery in his work, Notes.*? Jordan’s work launched a new crusade against Jefferson, with these

new historians being labeled “revisionists” by Francis Cogliano.*?

40 Winthrop D. Jordan, White Over Black: American Attitudes Toward the Negro, 1550-1812 (Chapel Hill, 1968),
375.

4 Jordan, White Over Black, 453.

42 Tbid., 427.

43 Cogliano, Thomas Jefferson. In this school of thought, revisionist historians include Garry Wills, William Cohen,
Tim Matthewson, Henry Wienek, Gordon Wood, and Roger G. Kennedy. See William Cohen, "Thomas Jefferson
and the Problem of Slavery," Journal of American History 56 (1969-70): 503-26; D. B. Davis, Was Thomas
Jefferson an Authentic Enemy of Slavery? An Inaugural Lecture delivered before the University of Oxford on 18
February 1970 (Oxford, 1970); Davis, Slavery in the Age of Revolution, esp. 166-84; Winthrop D. Jordan, White
over Black: American Attitudes Toward the Negro, 1550-1812 (Chapel Hill, 1968); Robert McColley, Slavery and
Jeffersonian Virginia (Urbana, 1964); Garry Wills, "The Aesthete," New York Review of Books 40 (August 12,
1993); William W. Freehling, The Road to Disunion, vol. 1: Secessionists at Bay, 1776-1854 (New York, Oxford,
and Toronto, 1990). In his book, Freehling completely reverses his earlier apologetic view of Jefferson in "The
Founding Fathers and Slavery," American Historical Review 77 (1972): 81-93. Miller, for all his attacks on
Jefferson, was never able completely to accept that Jefferson was not somehow, in some way, a secret abolitionist.
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The revisionist historians heavily criticized Jefferson not only for being a slave owner but
also a benefactor of the entire institution. David Brion Davis wrote, “After his return to
America” in late 1789, “the most remarkable thing about Jefferson’s stance on slavery is his
immense silence.”** Davis was particularly critical of Jefferson’s refusal to publicly support the
Virginia Abolition Society or any anti-slavery group, declaring that “If the great father of
democracy had refrained from giving public voice to his convictions, how could lesser men
presume superior wisdom?* Henry Wiencek argues that the general problem vexing historians in
the present springs from the founding itself: “how is it that the nation—conceived in liberty and
dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal—preserved slavery?”*® Wiencek
believed that most slave owners, such as Jefferson, procrastinated and temporized when any
discussion of abolition came up and, in fact, fought hard at the revolution's end to ensure slaves
who ran away to the British returned to them.*’ Roger Kennedy supplements this, contending
that plantation owners such as Madison and Jefferson used plantation agriculture, with its
dependence on slavery, as key to limiting industrialization.*® Kennedy did not attempt to sugar
coat Jefferson’s role in sacrificing black’s inalienable right to liberty in favor of political stability
and American life based on exchanging agricultural goods for European manufactures.

Additionally, William Cohen also went after Jefferson’s declining opposition against

slavery following 1785.%° Cohen argues that it was Jefferson’s self-interest that largely shaped

%4 David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution 1770-1823 (Cornell University Press, 1975),
179.

4 Davis, The Problem of Slavery, 176.

46 Henry Wiencek, An Imperfect God: George Washington, His Slaves, and the Creation of America (N.Y.: Farrar,
Strauss, and Giroux, 2003), 5.

47 Wiencek, An Imperfect God, 254.

48 Robert Kennedy, Mr. Jefferson's Lost Cause: Land, Farmers, Slavery, and the Louisiana Purchase (United
Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2003), 79.

49 William Cohen, "Thomas Jefferson and the Problem of Slavery," The Journal of American History 56, no. 3
(1969): 511.
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his actions towards slavery, as the institution not only continued but spread during his presidency
with the acquisition of territories from Spain and France.’® Cohen’s scathing analysis of
Jefferson was further emphasized by Jefferson’s repeated pursuits after runaway slaves, routinely
trading slaves and selling some of his slaves to try to ameliorate his financial troubles.>
However, even Cohen does accept that the Sage of Monticello was “benevolent and humane. ..
when judged by the traditional assumptions of the slaveholders.”® These views are endorsed by
historian Robert McColley, who argues that early Virginia collectively shares more in common
with Roger Taney’s Dred Scot decision than with such reformers as Abraham Lincoln and the
post-Civil War Republicans. He asserts that the Northwest Ordinance was crafted with “the best
interest of white people” in mind because the “best republics” had “no Negroes” in them.>® A
very prominent critique of Jefferson among the revisionists was Jefferson’s belief in “negro
inferiority” and, as a result, his “public actions frequently favored the slave system.”* This
belief of Jefferson would stretch even further in the 1970s, with John Hope Franklin accusing not
just Jefferson but all the Founders of betraying their ideals by failing to take a stand against
slavery.>®

These two conflicting schools of thought reached a fever pitch in the early nineties when
Paul Finkelman and Douglas Wilson took opposite sides contesting Jefferson’s character.
Finkelman, as arguably the most adamant of Jefferson’s critics, argues that Jefferson’s failure to

eradicate slavery was because his “negrophobia was profound” and that Jefferson was “the

%0 Cohen. “Thomas Jefferson and the Problem of Slavery,” 521-23.

1 Ibid., 516-17.

%2 Ibid., 525.

%38 Robert McColley, Slavery and Jeffersonian Virginia (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1964) 171, and 137-
138.

54 Cohen, “Thomas Jefferson and the Problem of Slavery,” 505.

55 Herbert J. Storing, Toward a More Perfect Union: Writings of Herbert J. Storing, ed., Joseph M. Bessette
(Washington, D.C.: The AEI Press, 1995), 131.
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intellectual godfather of the racist pseudo-science of the American school of anthropology.””®

Finkelman counters the narrative that Jefferson had hated slavery, arguing that it was a peculiar
type of hatred; Jefferson did not hate slavery, but rather what slavery did to his society.®’
Finkelman argues that overall, Jefferson did little against slavery compared to others, such as his
own mentor, George Wythe:
If the test of greatness for a politician is the willingness to lead a nation or state to what is
right, even when it is unpopular, then Jefferson, as a Virginia legislator and wartime
governor, fails the test on slavery. His occasional mumbling about evils of slavery pale in
comparison to the eloquent attacks on the institution by chancellor George Wythe, who,
in addition to his role as a leading Virginia jurist, had been Jefferson’s mentor at William

and Mary. In Hudgins v. Wrights, Wythe single-handedly tried to abolish slavery through
judicial interpretation.®

On the other hand, Wilson argues a much more sympathetic interpretation of Jefferson,
arguing the founding father was a victim of “presentism” and that Jefferson’s fierce critics were
applying modern sensibilities to an eighteenth-century man.>® Wilson argues instead that
Jefferson was progressive for his time, believing “slavery was morally wrong and forcefully

29 ¢

declare[d] that it ought to be abolished,” that he “strongly favored emancipation,” “regarded
[slavery] as fundamentally cruel,” and had an “abhorrence of slavery,” an institution he “was
resolved to destroy.”®® Wilson presents Jefferson as a man “who was born into a slaveholding

society, whose family and admired friends owned slaves,” but who “decide[d] at an early age

that slavery was morally wrong and forcefully declare[d] that it ought to be abolished.” He

% Paul Finkelman, Slavery and the Founders: Race and Liberty in the Age of Jefferson — 2™ ed. (New York: M. E.
Sharpe, 2001), 134.

5" Paul Finkelman, “Thomas Jefferson and Antislavery: The Myth Goes On.” The Virginia Magazine of History and
Biography 102, no. 2 (1994): 203.

%8 Finkelman, “Thomas Jefferson and Antislavery, 211.

% Douglas L. Wilson, “Thomas Jefferson and the Character Issue,” Atlantic Monthly 270 (Nov. 1992): 62.

60 Wilson, “Thomas Jefferson and the Character Issue,” 66.
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maintains that Jefferson “went against his society and own self- interest to denounce slavery and
urge its abolition.”®?

The division between the emancipationists and the revisionists is largely attributed to the
significance they each place on Jefferson’s statements and actions towards slavery.
Emancipationists focus on Jefferson’s attacks on the institution in his writings, while the
revisionists concentrate on his failures to set free more than a handful of his slaves in his will and
his lack of action towards the institution during his presidency. The growing divide between
these two schools led to a deeply polarized community of Jefferson scholars. As Robert
Shallhope wrote, when “measured by one historian’s conception, Jefferson was a great liberal
statesman, whereas, by another’s, he was an opportunistic hypocrite.”? This led to the creation
of a third category of Jefferson scholars, contextualists.

William Freehling presented this school of thought in 1972, contending that “The new
charge that the Founding Fathers did next to nothing about bondage is as misleading as the older
notion that they almost did everything.”®® Many recent contextualists have sought to be more
objective in their scholarship of Jefferson. Charles Baker contends that Jefferson was “bound
both by his birth and his environment” as a “wealthy plantation owner who grew up as a British
subject in the Commonwealth of Virginia in pre-Revolutionary America.”® Andrew Burnstein
wrote, “must we judge Thomas Jefferson entirely on where he was, ultimately as munificent as

the most susceptible, most compassionate southerner? Must he be all racist or all liberator?”’%

81 Ibid., 66-67.

62 Robert Shallhope, “Thomas Jefferson’s Republicanism and Antebellum Southern Thought,” The Journal of
Southern History 42, no. 4 (November 1976): 529.

8 William Freehling, “The Founding Fathers and Slavery,” The American Historical Review 77, no. 1 (February
1972): 82.

8 Charles Richard Baker, “What Can Thomas Jefferson’s Accounting Records Tell Us about Plantation
Management, Slavery, and Enlightenment Philosophy in Colonial America?” Accounting History 24, no. 2 (May
2019): 236-52.

% Andrew Burnstein, Jefferson’s Secrets: Death and Desire at Monticello (New York: Basic Books, 2005), 124.
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One of the most prominent contextualist Jeffersonian historians is Peter Onuf, known
predominately for his work regarding the controversy of Jefferson and slavery in Jefferson’s
Empire: The Language of American Nationhood (2000) and The Mind of Thomas Jefferson
(2012) in which he demonstrates the complexity of Jefferson, as he believes that the most heated
controversy among scholars centers on Jefferson’s slaveholding.®® Within Jefferson’s Empire,
Onuf presents his theory on Jefferson’s political thought. He contends that the contradictions of
the rough landscape shroud a distinct root principle: that the United States Constitution was the
path towards “the guarantee of equality, the fundamental precondition of uncoerced consent, the
threshold of genuine union.”®’

Onuf dissects Jefferson’s thoughts on the Indians, a republican empire, the Revolution of
1800, the meaning of union, and African Americans and slavery. Onuf highlights that the United
States was an unprecedented experiment due to its diverse population, between the colonists of
various backgrounds and the Native Americans. Onuf contends that Jefferson insisted that the
original purity of tribal cultures had been lost through contact with a corrupting English imperial
power and could never be restored and that Indians should abandon their traditions and accept
the inevitable: either become agrarian republics and “mix with us by marriage.”®® On the other
hand, according to Onuf, Jefferson regarded Virginia slaves as people who had no country and
were, in fact, “a captive nation.”® He writes that Jefferson believed that only through

colonization could these people be free and independent, and Jefferson’s fear was that failure to

colonize American slaves would lead to slave insurrections and racial warfare.

8 Peter S. Onuf, ““The Scholars’ Jefferson,” William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., 50 (1993): 675.

87 Peter Onuf, Jefferson’s Empire: The Language of American Nationhood (Charlottesville: University Press of
Virginia, 2000), 10.

8 Onuf, Jefferson’s Empire, 50.

% Ibid., 149.
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Onuf builds on his arguments in The Mind of Thomas Jefferson on Jefferson’s
republicanism seeking to guarantee the autonomy of self-government from an overbearing
national government. Onuf contends that Jefferson’s view of slavery was not influenced by John
Locke’s philosophy of natural rights, as the Declaration was, but rather the conservative thought
of Lord Kames. Onuf writes, “The lesson he drew from Kames was that moral problems always
arise within particular historical frameworks and that effective solutions depend on taking
historical reality into account.” Onuf further asserts that a revolution in Virginia’s racial order
would not advance society; instead, the “only solution was to eliminate the institution of slavery
and expatriate the former slaves to some distant location so that white Virginians could fulfill
their moral potential as a civilized community.”"

It is critical to discuss John Chester Miller’s The Wolf by the Ears: Thomas Jefferson and
Slavery (1977) when analyzing Thomas Jefferson and slavery. Miller writes an extensive
intellectual history within The Wolf by the Ears to solve the riddle of Jefferson and his
relationship to slavery. While considered a revisionist, Miller defends Jefferson against the
claims of James Callender regarding Jefferson’s relationship with his slave, Sally Hemings,
rebuking Fawn Brodie’s Thomas Jefferson: An Intimate History (1974).” Rather than being
Jefferson’s concubine, as Brodie suggests, Miller argues that the Hemings family were afforded

special treatment due to the blood relationship with Martha Jefferson and that Sally Hemmings

had been impregnated by Jefferson’s nephews, Peter and Samuel Carr."

0 Peter Onuf, The Mind of Thomas Jefferson (United States, University of Virginia Press, 2012), 252.
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Miller agrees with David Brion Davis that “the inclusion of Jefferson’s strictures on
slavery and the slave trade would have committed the United States to the abolition of slavery.””
Davis concurs that had Jefferson died in 1784, it would be “without qualification that he was one
of the first statesmen in any part of the world to advocate concrete measures for restricting and
eradicating Negro slavery.”’* However, Davis contends that Jefferson had an “extraordinary
capacity to sound like an enlightened reformer while upholding the interests of the planter
class.”’® Miller argues that Jefferson sought to make the Declaration a charter of freedom for
slaves subtly rather than publicly. However, Jefferson’s contradiction and inability to take
significant action towards abolition, Miller explains, comes not purposefully but rather from the
unfortunate discovery that human reason and realities are too regularly incompatible.’®

Revisionist Historian Joseph J. Ellis also sought to solve the Jefferson paradox in
American Sphinx: The Character of Thomas Jefferson (1997). Ellis’ selective lens analyzes
Jefferson during his time in Philadelphia from 1775 to 1776, Paris from 1784 to 1797,
Monticello from 1794 to 1797, Washington from 1801 to 1804, and back again to Monticello for
the last ten years of Jefferson's life. In a complete reconstruction of Jefferson, Ellis explains that
Jefferson’s mind, when he was in Paris, was no simple mechanism that balanced incompatible
properties. Jefferson’s mind was not in sync; he compartmentalized his actions, and his internal

voices were not effectively communicating, explaining how the paradox of slavery and natural

rights was able to exist for Jefferson.
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Ellis argues that Jefferson was in such denial about himself that he even designed
Monticello to make “slavery almost invisible” to himself.”” Still, Mark McGarvie counters that
natural law was not applied regarding slavery until nearly twenty years after the revolution.
“During this time, slavery was abolished in the North and seriously debated in the South,”
McGarvie contends, “Yet, natural law merely provided principles against which slavery was
measured. It was still subordinate to law made by man in constitutions, statutes, and case law
precedent.”’® However, the answer could be far simpler, according to Thomas Merrill.

In both the draft of the Declaration of Independence and his later letters on the subject,
Jefferson acknowledged that slave owners were wrong; however, they were compelled to do so
to protect their own natural rights.”® Merrill declares that Jefferson’s belief in the dilemma for
slave owners, as seen in Jefferson’s letter to John Holmes during the Missouri Crisis, balances
justice and self-preservation. However, “because self-preservation is the first natural right,
slavery presents a conflict between two legitimate rights. Because slave owners have a legitimate
interest in avoiding slave rebellions, he argues, they are justified in seeking to extend slavery
across the territories, thus diluting concentrations of rebellious slaves.”® Perhaps one of the most
glaring conclusions drawn by Ellis is the fact that Jefferson’s relationship with Sally Hemings
has prevented an unbiased evaluation of Jefferson, even though he agrees with Miller that the
claims made by Callender were unsubstantiated.

Jeffersonian scholarship was turned upside down with Historian Annette Gordon-Reed

and her books Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings: An American Controversy (1997) and The
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Hemingses of Monticello: An American Family (2008). Gordon-Reed’s work on Jefferson and
his relationship with slave Sally Hemings changed the scholarship on Jefferson, as previous
historians had all decreed the relationship as nothing more than smut. In Thomas Jefferson and
Sally Hemings, Gordon-Reed asserts that Thomas Jefferson had a long-term affair with his slave
Sally Hemings, producing offspring that many historians, such as Peterson, Miller, and Ellis,
refused to acknowledge. She argues that “Jefferson’s defenders” arrived at the conclusions
specifically because African Americans were the sources, undermining their convictions.?! In
Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings, Gordon-Reed does not attempt to settle the debate on
Jefferson and Hemings but rather presents the attempts by the defenders’ prevalent, racially-
based double standard to control “public impressions of the amount and nature of the evidence”
and gives credibility to African American testimonies that had largely been dismissed.%?
Gordon-Reed builds on her arguments with The Hemingses of Monticello: An American
Family, providing a hint into the complicated nature of race relations that existed in Virginia
during the Revolutionary War Era and slave life at Monticello. She argues that Sally Hemings
most likely chose, or as much as a slave could choose, to remain in a relationship with Jefferson
to alleviate her conditions. She argues that this was not uncommon, notwithstanding the atrocity
of slavery or slave masters raping their slave women; slaves would find ways that “defied
authority or exploited the cracks within the system to alt some terms of the master-slave
relationship.”®® A noteworthy aspect of Gordon-Reed’s research is the social norms in

eighteenth-century Virginia regarding interracial heterosexual couples. When heterosexual
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romantic relationships did form among white men and black women in eighteenth-century
Virginia, the community left it alone in the belief that whatever occurred between the individuals
was their own business.®*

Another contextualist historical view of Jefferson is Ari Helo’s Thomas Jefferson's Ethics
and the Politics of Human Progress: The Morality of a Slaveholder (2014) and “Jefferson,
Morality, and the Problem of Slavery,” co-written with Peter Onuf. In Thomas Jefferson's Ethics,
Helo presents a more complex version of Jefferson and why he did not do more to end slavery.
Instead of exonerating Jefferson, Helo seeks to understand Jefferson’s principled opposition to
slavery and how, under Jefferson’s presidency, American slavery was extended through the
Louisiana Purchase. Helo argues that to Jefferson, the key to progress, and thus, to the abolition
of slavery, was representative democracy, as it allowed for a deliberative forum in which citizens
could challenge each other and push each other to higher moral ground.

The idea of “representative democracy as the core concept of all human progress” was an
idea that Jefferson was never able to let go of.® This is perhaps the greatest argument within
Thomas Jefferson's Ethics as Helo contends that the decision to end slavery was not in
Jefferson’s hands, and he never intended for it to be in just one person's hands, but rather the
hands of the people, the American citizens. Helo contends that Jefferson had a plan to dismantle
slavery and that he was even willing to deport African Americans, demonstrating to Helo that

Jefferson did not care for the institution and was able to foresee a political future where it would

be undone peacefully.®®
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Helo is cut from the same cloth as other contextualist Jefferson scholars, such as Christa
Dierksheide, who asserts that while Jefferson condemned slavery, he allowed slavers the
opportunity to suggest that slavery could be a part of modernity if it were improved, and Hannah
Spahn, who suggests that while Jefferson recognized slavery was immoral and was to be
abolished, the question was when it was to be. In Spahn’s characterization of Jefferson, in the
essence of time, he had hoped to see the end of slavery in the future.®” Historian Arthur Sherr
argues that Jefferson did acknowledge blacks’ natural rights to the same freedom and equal
opportunities as their white masters, whatever their intelligence level. Emphasizing his desire to
uncover instances of African American talent, Jefferson affirmed his “sincere” hope that his own
expressed “doubts . . . on the grade of understanding allotted to them by nature” would be
“completely refuted” and that he would uncover convincing evidence “that in this respect, they
are on a par with ourselves.”%®

To understand Jefferson’s views on slavery, the societal views on slavery must be
analyzed. From the beginning of Virginia’s colonial history, elite planters dominated the
political, social, and economic landscape. Lorena Walsh contends that “by the 1660s, all
provincial officials in Virginia had acquired one or more slaves...These councilors and burgesses
then set about passing laws to protect their rights to hold human property.”® However, it is
critical to address the political pressures of these men. In Meanings of Manhood in Early Modern

England, Alexandra Shepard claims that English societal demands placed a great deal of pressure

upon men of all classes, as well as both genders. Shepard argues that in the early modern period,
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“ideally, husbands should govern wives; masters and mistresses their servants; and parents their
children.”®® What existed, however, was a highly competitive society in which males struggled to
maintain economic, political, and social control over other men, as well as women and servants.

In their competition, these Virginians then “conspired with their merchant allies in
London...successfully stopped the importation of bulk tobacco...broke the monopoly of the
Royal African Company and encourage the expansion of the ‘free’ trade in enslaved labor.”%!
The men who were able to achieve such measures, and who subsequently became the leaders of
the “first families of Virginia,” were centrally located within the sweet-scented regions of the
colony, and grew to dictate the social and political affairs of Virginia “as a direct result of the
wealth-generating opportunities created by the convoy and embargo regime.”®? These
individuals, such as William Byrd II and Robert “King” Carter, shaped trade and political
relations with England to the detriment of other segments of the Chesapeake country, especially
the Oronoco regions in Virginia and Maryland.®® These Virginians sought “their families’
security through the pursuit of economic advantage, social prestige, and political power in
Virginia.”%

By the time of the Revolution, the southern society had grown distinct from both its
Atlantic equivalents and even its colonial precursor.® Their economic dependency on tobacco

became so large in areas such as the Chesapeake colonies of Maryland and Virginia; tax

collectors, clergy, and other officials measured their salaries in pounds of tobacco rather than in
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ounces of gold or silver.®® Everywhere goods such as salt and silk were purchased on extended
lines of credit, not settled until after harvest, and rare was the planter or farmer who did not grow
most of the food consumed by his family and hands.®” This was the society Jefferson grew up in

and was thus molded by.

Early Life of Jefferson

Jefferson was born into the Virginia aristocracy of slaveholders and grew up on the
plantation Shadwell, which was heavily dependent on slave labor.%® As an affluent landowner, he
utilized slave labor for his household and the field. Over his life, he possessed more than 600
slaves. Some of these he inherited, but many were born on his plantations. Throughout his life,
Jefferson owned an estimated 607 slaves. Of these, he inherited 52 from his father and 135 from
his father-in-law, the slave trader John Wayles.*® Even though Jefferson had to sell several
thousand acres of land to cover his late father-in-law’s debts in 1773, this was the wealthiest
Jefferson would ever be.!® He purchased about 20 slaves while the remaining slaves were born
into captivity. Between 1776 and 1826, Jefferson kept between 165 and 225 slaves on his
Virginia plantations, with about three-fifths of his human property at Monticello and two-fifths at
his second estate, Poplar Forest, in Bedford.1%!

According to the family legend, Jefferson’s earliest memory was when he was three years

old, “being carried on a pillow by a mounted slave on the journey from Shadwell to
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Tuckahoe.”'%? Although Jefferson imagined himself to be a benevolent paternal figure of a
slaveholder who would “watch for the happiness of those who labor for mine,” they were still his
chattel.'% And Jefferson treated them as such, dressing his slaves in cheap fabric, predominately
Virginia cloth, a homespun fabric of tow and cotton, similar to his fellow slaveholders.*%
Jefferson routinely bought and sold human labor and even sought their recapture if they
escaped.'® He sold his slave Sandy, who had previously run away due to him being
troublesome.%® This was a recurring theme in Jefferson’s life, as regardless of what he wrote
throughout his life, slaves were indeed property, and thus, the owners were entitled to their
return. There are several noteworthy examples, such as Sandy, one of the 50 slaves Jefferson
inherited from his father, Peter Jefferson, where Jefferson advocated for the return of runaway or
“stolen” slaves to their masters. Jefferson also did not quarrel with helping to restore slaves to
other owners, such as his assistance to Harry Innes in returning his slaves that were confiscated
by Indians in 1793.19” Compared to many of his fellow slaveholders, Jefferson was seen as more
of a benign slave owner who did not overextend his slaves in contrast with the standards of his

period. For example, many of his slaves resided in dwellings warmed by fireplaces, and they

were also supplied with ample nutrition and attire. Additionally, Jefferson frequently financially
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incentivized his slaves, even letting them grow their own gardens and raise their own
livestock.%®

Jefferson’s earliest anti-slavery beliefs can be traced back to his early adulthood. Prior to
his enrollment into the College of William and Mary, Jefferson spent two years at Reverend
James Maury’s School for the Boys. Maury also studied at William & Mary at the same time as
Jefferson’s future mentor, George Wythe, in 1740. The two most likely crossed paths when
Maury was selected to be usher, an assistant to the master, for the grammar school.'®® When
Jefferson met Maury, Maury had already been ordained as an Anglican minister in England and
had opened “one of the finest private schools in the colonial south.”**? Jefferson reflected on his
time with Maury, dubbing him a “correct classical scholar” who emphasized reason and
tolerance, rebuffing the passion of the Great Awakening for more traditional religious
procedures.'!

Jefferson was no doubt exposed to progressive ideas during his time at Maury’s School
for the Boys. During a religious service, Maury attempted to baptize white Virginians and
enslaved black Virginians simultaneously. While a churchwarden prohibited Maury’s
progressive baptism from occurring, Maury objected that ministers must baptize individuals of

“all Nations...without any regard to their several Colors, Conditions, or Countries.”*!2
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When Jefferson returned to Shadwell, he soon realized that he would never amount to
much and would probably become an idler if he stayed on the estate like so many of his young
friends. The wasting of precious moments irritated and disturbed him when he wanted to do
some reading or study. He felt that the condition of the estate hardly warranted such a generous
hospitality. He, therefore, decided to leave, and the letter he wrote on this occasion to his
guardian, Mr. John Hervey of Bellemont, shows him fully aware of his responsibilities and
perfectly definite in his plans.

In the spring of 1760, the young man, then exactly seventeen, went to Williamsburg and
enrolled in the College of William and Mary. Quite possibly, it was his first visit to the capital of
Virginia, his first contact with urban life. It was, for the time, a place of very respectable size and
considerable activity. Old Professor Hugh Jones, a man much traveled and much read, described
it enthusiastically in his “Present State of Virginia,” published in London in 1724:

Williamsburg is a market town and is governed by a mayor and aldermen. It is a town

well stocked with rich stores, all sorts of goods, and well furnished with the best

provisions and liquors. Here dwell several good families, and more reside here in their
own houses at publick times. They live in the same neat manner, dress after the same
modes, and behave themselves exactly as the Gentry in London; most families of note

having a coach, chariot, Berlin, or chaize.... Thus they dwell comfortably, genteelly,
pleasantly, and plentifully in this healthful, and (I hope) pleasant city of Virginia.!!3

Jefferson and William and Mary

Shortly after Thomas Jefferson arrived at William and Mary, he quickly came under the
wings of Professors George Wythe, William Small, and Virginia Lieutenant Governor Francis
Fauquier. By the time Jefferson enrolled, the three men had already become “inseparable
friends.”*'* George Wythe was the first to arrive at William and Mary in 1740 from his Quaker

family when he was fourteen years old. During the latter half of the eighteenth century, there was
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a “fundamental change” in the Western world, according to David Brion Davis, regarding the
“moral perceptions of the institution” of slavery.!*® One of the loudest voices questioning the
morality of slavery was the Quakers, whose religious convictions argued that all mankind is
equal before God. Wythe became a practicing lawyer by 1746, and over the next decade, he
created a flourishing legal practice, was elected to the House of Burgesses, appointed Attorney
General, and moved into a stunning home just down the road from the Governor’s Palace in
Williamsburg. 116

After being introduced to their inner circle, Jefferson soon became the first private law
student of George Wythe, a trait he would share with St. George Tucker, Robert Carter III, and
John Randolph of Roanoke, who would go on to become leading anti-slavery individuals.*” Out
of Jefferson’s mentors, Wythe was not only the most outspoken about slavery but actively sought
to change the law regarding it. He utilized various strategies, both publicly and privately, in his
efforts to bring about change in the law through legislative and judicial channels. Initially, he
collaborated on a proposal for gradual emancipation in Virginia and advocated for the passage of
an emancipation bill. Additionally, he personally emancipated his own slaves, ensuring they
received education and bequeathing a significant portion of his property to them. Near the end of
his life, he made a judicial declaration affirming that Virginia's Declaration of Rights extended to
both black and white Americans. Regrettably, this decision was overturned the year following

his passing.'8
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However, Wythe’s greatest asset towards widespread emancipation was not his sharp
mind but, arguably, the relationship he built with his students. As the only law professor in
Virginia (for a time) and arguably the best, Wythe left lasting impressions on each of his students
at William and Mary. Due to many of his papers being lost, this is the greatest way for historians
to gauge the man that Wythe was. Spencer Roane, a judge and politician, spoke of his former
instructor “with a veneration that was almost religion on his lips.”*'® Other students celebrated at
the notion of being instructed by Wythe, saying, “nothing would advance me faster in the world
than the reputation of educated by Mr. Wythe, for such a man as he casts a light upon all around
him.”1%0

Wythe’s influence can easily be seen in his students, such as Richard Randolph II, who
proclaimed to his mother that Wythe was the “best of men!” When Randolph died when he was
only 26 in 1796, he freed 150 slaves in his will and begged their forgiveness.'?* He then gave
each of them 400 acres of land and mentioned Wythe had taught him all men are equal.!??
Randolph’s devotion to blacks’ right to equality was so deep that his widow found herself in a
heroic struggle against creditors and the Virginia courts to ensure that her late husband's wishes
were upheld and respected. 12 This becomes a rather interesting contrast to the Jefferson estate,

as the Randolph estate was plagued by significant debt that had accumulated during Richard’s

life as well as his father’s. Slaves were typically utilized to settle financial obligations, as in the
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case of Jefferson upon his death. However, Judith Randolph not only upheld her husband’s
wishes—and, by extension, Wythe’s teachings—but also emancipated slaves that were not
explicitly covered in her husband’s will. Jefferson was no different in his reverence of Wythe,
reflecting that he was “my ancient master, my earliest and best friend; and to him, I am indebted
for first impressions which have had the most salutary influence on the course of my life.”*?

In Jefferson’s mind, Wythe's stance against slavery was indisputable. He conveyed the
optimism that under Wythe's direction at William and Mary, Virginia's future leaders would
become adverse towards slavery.!? Like many other prominent Virginians of the period, Wythe
owned slaves. However, unlike his contemporaries, he emancipated them before his untimely
death.??® Regarding his slaves, Wythe had a unique perspective by going outside established
norms by tutoring slaves with the same dedication as he did white students, holding to his
steadfast belief in their capacity to learn when provided with the opportunity.'?’ He manumitted
his slaves within Virginia law when windows of opportunity presented themselves and ensured
the slaves were provided support as free people.!?

Wythe took further steps to safeguard those he could not free from being separated from
their families; this was particularly relevant for slaves from his wife's estate, over whom he did
not have complete legal authority.!?® While Wythe served as a judge in the Virginia High Court,
he controversially supported wills that freed slaves when contested by heirs and proclaimed

blacks’ natural rights. In one of the cases, Pleasants v. Pleasants in 1798, Wythe ruled that heirs

must still uphold a will that had initially attempted to free slaves illegally once manumission

124 Thomas Jefferson to William Duval, June 14, 1806.

125 Jefferson to Richard Price, August 7, 1785, Boyd, ed., Jefferson Papers. 8:357.

126 Dictionary of American Biography, s.v. "Wythe, George."

127 Bruce Chadwick, I Am Murdered: George Wythe, Thomas Jefferson, and the Killing That Shocked a New
Nation (United States: Wiley, 2009), 61-62.

128 N. Dwight. Signers of the Declaration of Independence (New York: A.S. Barnes & Co., 1895), 270.

129 Chadwick, I Am Murdered, 109.



31

became legal. Another significant ruling came in 1806 with Hudgens v. Wrights, where he
asserted the natural right to freedom for Black individuals, irrespective of their ancestry. This
stance was especially relevant during a time when lighter-skinned mulattoes were often granted
freedom while darker-skinned slaves were denied such rights.!3

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of Wythe’s career was the fact he was even allowed
to hold office, teach, and influence young men despite his opinions.'®! Jefferson had hoped to
convince Wythe to retire to Monticello, “inducing him to spend much of his time with me” as
Wythe had “directed my studies in the law, led me into business, and continued until [his] death
my most affectionate friend.”!? Jefferson’s hopes for Wythe were unfortunately crushed when
Wythe was murdered in 1806.13

In 1758, Lieutenant Governor Francis Fauquier moved into the Governor’s Mansion and
soon became friends with Wythe, having dinners with each other every week. Like Wythe,
Fauquier was a man of progressive ideals, declaring in 1760 that “White, Red, or Black; polished
or unpolished Men are Men.”*** While Fauquier had strong convictions against the institution of
slavery, he was restricted by the Virginian laws of the 1760s. For a slave to even qualify for
emancipation, they must have demonstrated some “meritorious service” that “aided the white
community,” such as reporting potential slave revolts. Then, the emancipation would have to be

approved by both the governor and his council.*®
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In his will, not only did Fauquier express his strong religious convictions but his disdain
for the institution of slavery. Fauquier expressed his wish that he had never owned slaves, as they
were “a part of my Estate in its nature disagreeable to me, but which my situation made
necessary for me.” As an essential part of Virginia's elite social structure, every prominent family
relied on enslaved individuals to carry out essential tasks and maintain their way of life. As a
man of science, he had his body donated for post-mortem so he could be “more useful to my
creatures by my death than I have been in my life.” Yet, Fauquier feared what awaited him when
his soul was laid before “the hands of a most Merciful and benevolent God,” as he believed his
“actions will be exposed to public view” when his slaves would “rise up in judgement against
me” on Judgement Day. He feared God’s wrath for his role, “For with what face can I expect
mercy from an offended God if I have not myself shewn mercy to those dependent on me.”

Fauquier believed that if he was to be “their Master in my life. | must provide for them at
my death by using my utmost endeavors that they experience as little misery during their lives as
their very unhappy and pitiable condition will allow.” Due to the restrictions for emancipation,
Fauquier was unable to free his slaves; all he could do was instruct the executors of his will,
Wythe and Robert Carter III, to take 25 percent under market value, slaves to select their own
master, and for women and children to not be parted. Fauquier begged, “as my last dying wish,”
that those “who shall retain a favorable opinion of me” would purchase the slaves that could not
arrange their own and have them experience as “little misery” as possible, “for my sake.”**
Unfortunately, Fauquier’s will could only do so much despite the cruel reality of slavery

separating families. While only three of Fauquier’s seventeen slaves could not find buyers of
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their own, within months of the purchase, one of the new owners sold numerous slaves to buyers
out of state.¥’

William Small was the last to arrive at William and Mary at twenty-four years old,
originally hired to teach natural philosophy, including classes such as mathematics, physics, and
metaphysics. However, Small began teaching reason, rhetoric, and ethics and became the first
professor in America to introduce the study of belles-lettres and to replace note memorization

with lectures,*3®

a sentiment that Jefferson would later replicate in his design for the University
of Virginia.

Wythe, Fauquier, Smalls, and Jefferson formed a group of friends that Jefferson
affectionally called a “partie quarree.” Jefferson was a daily companion of Smalls “when not
engaged in the school, and from his conversations, I got my first views of the expansion of
science & of the system of things in which we are placed.”**® Jefferson maintained a high
opinion of these men for the remainder of his life, reflecting in his later years that Fauquier had
been “the ablest man who ever filled the chair of government” in Virginia and that “it was my
great good fortune and what probably fixed the destinies of my life that Dr. William Small of
Scotland, was then Professor of [Mathematics].”*4° When Jefferson faced moments of moral
temptation, he asked himself, “what would Dr. Small, Mr. Wythe...do in this situation? What
course in it will ensure me their approbation?...knowing the even & dignified line they pursued, I

could never doubt for a moment which of two courses would be in character for them.””1!
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To Jefferson, Small quickly became “to me as a father. [T]o his enlightened &
affectionate guidance of my studies while at College I am indebted for everything.” It was Small
who exposed Jefferson to the inner circle of Wythe and Fauquier. Together, during dinners at the
Governor’s Mansion, these men presented, as Jefferson reflected, “more good sense, more
rational & philosophical conversations than in all my life besides,” Jefferson felt he “owed much
instruction” on these “habitual conversations”'#? While there is less direct evidence regarding
Small harboring anti-slavery thoughts, compared to Wythe and Fauquier, there is circumstantial
evidence to suggest that he did have them.

Martin Clagett presents the only dissertation on William Small, where he traces Scottish
anti-slavery Enlightenment influences on Small and his emancipationist relations when he
returned to England. Francis Hutcheson, dubbed the “Father of Scottish Enlightenment,” was an
anti-slavery philosopher whose critiques of slavery can also be found in Jefferson’s thoughts.*
While employed at William and Mary, Small spent years in the company of Wythe and Fauquier,
who both were outspoken in their opposition to slavery. When he returned to England, Small was
a founding member of the Birmingham Lunar Society, an informal scientific club of England’s
greatest intellects.'** Small’s friends in society were several prominent abolitionists such as
Joseph Priestley, who had a major influence over Jefferson’s religious thought, Erasmus Darwin,

and Josiah Wedgewood. While no anti-slavery writings of Small have been uncovered, many of

his close friends were anti-slavery.

142 Thomas Jefferson, Autobiography, 6; Thomas Jefferson to Louis Giradin, January 15, 1815.

143 Francis Hutcheson argued that God had given all people a moral sense that guided people toward virtuous
behavior and rewarded them with a pleasant sensation of joy. Hutcheson contended that individuals have an innate
capacity to discern right from wrong through a moral sense or conscience. He believed that human actions should be
guided by a sense of benevolence, and moral virtue lies in promoting the happiness and well-being of others.
Hutcheson also emphasized the concept of natural rights, arguing that individuals have inherent rights that should be
respected. For more, see Francis Hutcheson, An Essay on the Nature and Conduct of our Passions and Affections,
ed. A. Garret (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2002), 24.

144 Clagett, “William Small, 1734-1775,” 256-257.



35

To further supplement the notion that these helped to develop Jefferson’s anti-slavery
beliefs, one must simply look at who else Fauquier, Wythe, and Small influenced. Jefferson was
not the only student taken in by this informal anti-slavery society at William and Mary, his
cousin, Robert Carter III, and John Randolph of Roanoke were as well.1*® Carter, the grandson of
Virginia landowner Robert “King” Carter, was born into one of Virginia's wealthiest and most
powerful landowning families. His family, already substantially wealthy, routinely married into
other Virginia landowning families, merging their lineages and wealth; Carter had kin among the
Harrisons, who would give the United States two presidents.14°

Numerous family members of the Carter family, a typical feature of Virginia’s landed
aristocracy, actively served in the House of Burgesses and on the royal governor's council.
Robert “King” Carter secured his seat in the House in 1690 and by 1696 had assumed the role of
speaker.*’ By 1699, he became a colonial treasurer and joined the governor's council.4®
Utilizing his influential position, he seized opportunities to accumulate land and even played a
role in the recall of a royal governor.'® When he traveled to England, “King” Carter engaged

150

with figures such as John Locke,™ prioritizing his sons' education by having them taught in

England®®® and personally assigned reading for them.®? Through his numerous roles in the
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colonial government, he amassed a staggering landholding of 333,000 acres for himself and his
family, thereby strengthening his authority and affluence.®®

King held a perspective that aligned with the emerging American identity, considering
Virginia, instead of England, as his true homeland.*>* This was the standard set within the Carter
family that his sons were expected to uphold, as Landon and Charles Carter acquired elected
roles within the colonial government. Their education was not only important towards securing
their inheritance but also for fostering the expansion of their influence and prosperity. “King”
Carter’s eldest son, Landon Carter, occupied various positions of authority within the colony,
such as justice of the peace, as well as in the church as a vestryman. Additionally, Landon served
as a colonel in the colonial militia and gained a seat as a Burgess in 1752. As the Revolutionary
movement gained momentum, he assumed leadership of a committee tasked with devising
strategies to oppose the monarchy and its ministers.>

“King” Carter's second son, Robert Carter 11, on the other hand, became a naval officer of
the Rappahannock River and took on the responsibilities of Receiver of Duties, with his brother
Charles succeeding him in this position.’®® Charles, on his part, dedicated three decades to
serving in the House of Burgesses.™®” It is critical to illustrate the Southern ethic that the Carter
family displayed here, wherein social standing was determined by land and slave ownership,

coupled with contributions to the colony through military and political endeavors.'%®
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Carter II had married into the Churchill family. However, despite this advantageous
union, he failed to demonstrate the leadership capability that his father had meticulously nurtured
in him.'® Carter II passed away at the age of twenty-six in 1732 due to a drug overdose, leaving
behind his widow and their two young children, Betty and Robert III. The following year,
“King” Carter himself passed away, and young Robert III, nearly four years old, inherited
substantial wealth as the successor to both his father and grandfather.'®® This instance made him
one of the wealthiest individuals in America. Subsequent events of Carter’s life deviated from
the conventional path expected of boys in the Virginia aristocracy.

Although Carter's mother remarried, the relationship between him and his stepfather did
not seem to be particularly close. While his uncles, the four brothers of Robert Carter 11, were
responsible for his financial affairs, they were not directly involved in his upbringing. Like
Jefferson, Carter grew up without a father figure. Jefferson's reflection on losing his own father
at the age of fourteen emphasizes the challenges of being “thrown on a wide world...without a
friend or guardian.” For a young child, such a loss undoubtedly had an even more profound
impact.16!

The absence of paternal guidance left Robert Carter to shape his character and develop
his aspirations. Carter’s original enrollment at William and Mary at the age of nine was short-
lived, lasting only a few years.1%? While there, his cousin, John Page III, another of Small’s anti-
slavery students, thought him “inconceivably illiterate, and also corrupted and vicious” by the

time he was a young adult.’%® However, Page also contended that Carter spent a considerable
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amount of time “with our highly enlightened Governor Fauquier, and Mr. William Small, the
Professor of Mathematics at the College of William and Mary, from whom he derived great
advantage.”%*

Wythe’s influence over Carter may have sparked his appetite for learning, and he became
an avid reader, importing books from the continent.®® He could have been especially powerful
due to the similarities in their life trajectories. However, Carter did not become a serious scholar
until much later in life, when he dedicated a profound interest in his education.®® Carter’s library
was quiet extensive, dwarfing both Washington’s and Jefferson’s, and within it were volumes of
Locke’s works, selections from Voltaire, Blackstones’ Commentaries on the Laws of England,

and Montesquieu's Spirit of the Laws,'®’

all of which either condemn slavery outright, or can be
interpreted to do so.

Like Carter, Jefferson was also heavily influenced by the fathers of the Enlightenment, as
Jefferson’s use of Locke’s natural rights within the Declaration of Independence is well
documented. Many of the Fathers of Enlightenment made their opinions well-known in regard to
slavery. Jean Jacques Rousseau believed slavery could exist but could never be an inherited
condition since the child born to a slave parent had done nothing to surrender their freedom. No

matter the reason why a person was enslaved, his children were born free.1%®
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Baron de Montesquieu argued the impossibility of slavery based on a man's sale of
himself. A slave cannot own any property; therefore, his sale price reverts to his purchaser,
negating the sale.'®® He also believed the children of slaves were, by right, free.!’® Montesquieu
also wrote of the ill effects of slavery on both slave and master, producing a lack of virtue and
cruelty in one, voluptuousness and laziness in the other.!’* He believed that enslaving blacks was
a mercy because, as slaves, they had useful work and all they needed to live.!’? Locke's belief
that all men are equal also argued against slavery, the ultimate inequality.

In Enlightenment philosophy, however, slavery was acceptable in certain circumstances.
For example, in war, enslaving captives was preferable to killing them,!’® and Locke considered
slavery an extension of war.!’* On the other hand, it must be worth noting that while these men
did condemn the institution of slavery within their writing, there were other writings that made
the condemnation less clear. Regardless, Carter did not have a formal background in education
like Jefferson, so it is very possible that when he spent hours alone in his library reading or
practicing on his musical instruments, he may have come to a more independent understanding
of these ideas. 17°

When he was twenty-one, Carter unconventionally traveled to England, far later than was
customary, to complete his studies, just as his father had done before him.}’® While there,

according to his own account, he exceeded his financial means,'’” and, although registered at the
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Inner Temple for legal studies, he made trivial effort to advance his education®’® or to apprentice
with Edward Athawes, a merchant he held in high regard.}’® While Carter lived in London, he
most likely resided with his cousin, Landon Carter's son, indulging in a range of pleasures
afforded by his wealth: gambling, drinking, prostitution, and lavish spending on clothing.
Carter commemorated his trip with a commissioned portrait, portraying him adorned in a suit of

gold, depicting a wealthy and confident young man ready for a night of extravagance.'®

Jefferson, Robert Carter 111, and John Randolph of Roanoke

One cannot overlook the similarities between Carter’s upbringing and Thomas
Jefferson’s. Both men hailed from the Virginia aristocracy as heirs to immense wealth and slave
populations, leading both to develop expensive lifestyles. Slavery heavily influenced both men’s
lives. Carter received his first slave as a gift from his grandfather when he was three months
old, '8 while Jefferson’s earliest memory was a slave carrying him about on a pillow.!8 Within
the colonial Virginian capital of Williamsburg, slaves of all ages were found in nearly every
household. Slaves not only played a pivotal role in making wealth accumulation possible but also
afforded families like the Carters and Jeffersons the opportunity to emulate the opulent lifestyle
of the British aristocracy.'® This financial advantage provided young men with the means to

pursue education abroad and the leisure to engage in such pursuits.
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Thomas Jefferson, trained as a lawyer, had the flexibility to opt for more scholarly and
scientific interests, unburdened by the necessity to earn income from legal practice.'® This also
permitted Jefferson to easily take cases pro bono, as will be discussed further in Chapter Two.
Similarly, Carter possessed the financial means to accumulate a surplus of manuscripts and the
liberty to devote time to consuming their contents.*®® Neither had a direct father figure when they
were adolescents, and both would become exceptionally educated at the hands of Fauquier,
Wythe, and Small. Yet, why did Carter take such a drastically different approach to slavery than
Jefferson?

On the other hand, Carter was still a slaveholder and acted as such. Carter, knowing his
slaves better than most owners, sometimes intervened between overseers and slaves when he
believed the overseer had been harsh or unfair.'®” One of Carter’s slaves, named Dick, led “33
other slaves” to run away and hide in the swamps around Virginia’s Tidewater in the summer of
1781, for which Carter—the future emancipator—ordered Dick sold “for dear skins” upon his
apprehension.'® Carter was a fairer owner than most: as Virginia's laws for punishing slaves
became more arbitrary in the early 1770s, he advocated “due process” in judging slaves' behavior
on his farms.'% Many of Carter's slaves were skilled craftsmen, and some surely were literate,
especially those who had been baptized. Unlike many masters, Carter not only approved his
slaves' religious activities but rejoiced in them, reporting baptisms in his letters,*® so it is
possible he also approved attempts to educate the converts, which evangelical ministers

encouraged.
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Carter was not the only one of the William and Mary anti-slavery group to act on his
beliefs. Carter remained intimate enough with Governor Fauquier that he was named as one of
the executors of Fauquier’s estate. Fauquier could not free his slaves either during his lifetime or
on his death: a 1723 Virginia law, which was not repealed until 1782,'%! did not permit it;
Fauquier died in 1768.1%? The former Governor’s influence is believed to be what led to Carter
having a falling out with his in-laws. Months after Fauquier's death, as one of the executors of
Carter's father-in-law's estates, Carter procrastinated about selling slaves to the point where
several of the heirs sued him, and the process of settling the estate dragged on for years.
Historian Andrew Levy believes this is early evidence of ambivalence about slavery, especially
the sale of slaves, which would result in family disruptions.!®3

The drastic divergence of paths between Jefferson and Carter came from the latter’s
removal from politics. During the Revolution in 1777, while recovering from the illness that
followed his inoculation against smallpox, he experienced a spiritual illumination,'** which
caused “a most profound change” in his religious outlook. He converted to Swedenborgianism, a
radical Calvinist sect defined by a belief in universal equality of spirit and fervent millennialism
so uncommon in the Early Republic that it took years before Carter could find an English
translation of the sect’s founding texts.'%

Just as John Randolph of Roanoke had adopted the moniker of “Citizen” from the

influence of the French Revolution around the time he emancipated his slaves, a similar

phenomenon occurred with Carter. At Carter’s request, some of his friends began to address him
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as “Citizen,” the designation of equality inspired by the French Revolution.'®® Philip Fithian,
who was hired by Carter to tutor his children, observed that Carter spent an enormous amount of
time in his library, solitarily reading. As such, it is reasonable to presume that Carter had a deep
understanding of the revolutionary concept of “Citizen.” His avid reading of newspapers no
doubt also exposed him to the debates in France about the abolition of slavery. As Carter’s
friendship with the governor's circle of friends grew, so too did his library. Carter’s intellect
grew so much that Jefferson’s assessment of their evenings together was that with these men, he
“...heard more good sense, more rational and philosophical conversations than in all my life
besides.”%’

Carter’s impact on the history of Virginia was largely obscure compared to Jefferson’s or
Wythe's but for one act in 1791. Carter had sponsored a Baptist church on his plantation, where
he had often shared communion in brotherhood with his slaves. On August 1, 1791, Carter
executed his “Deed of Gift” to emancipate his nearly five hundred slaves, arguably the single
largest emancipation effort prior to 1860.1% Carter wrote, “I have for some time past been
convinced that to retain them in slavery is contrary to the true Principles of Religion and Justice
and that therefore it was my duty to manumit them if it could be accomplished without infringing
the laws of any county, and without being of disadvantage to my neighbors.”*%® While this did

not actually free the slaves, it expressed his intent to do so.
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Carter set out a schedule for gradual emancipation with the deed and an annexed schedule
giving dates and the names and residences of the slaves to be freed on those dates. As of January
of 1792, a total of 455 slaves were to be freed by 1801,2% although by the time the plan was
completed, the number came closer to 600.2°% Carter’s gift had requirements; sharing Jefferson’s
belief that emancipated slaves had to be self-sufficient, Carter ensured that his emancipated
“Negroes as are set free will not become a burden to society.” Hence, he required that as a
condition for their emancipation, slaves worked on the land given to them and not become “idle
and vagrants.”2%2

More frequently, however, freed slaves moved to cities, attempting as best as they could
to make a livelihood jobbing at small trades or hiring themselves out as laborers.?% In 1794,
Carter wrote a letter confirming a tract of land called Shanandoe would be leased to freed
slaves.?* He also leased land to men who were still slaves but would be freed, allowing them to
“hire” themselves as their workforce.?%® He often moved slaves to be with family, husbands to
where wives lived, and children to be with relatives. In April of 1784, he sent a two-year-old
child to a grandparent.?%® He could legally free only slaves able to care for themselves unless he
made sure they were cared for, in this case, by their own families.

Conversely, it is important to note the chain of events that followed Carter’s gradual

emancipation plan. By the time of the American Revolution, Carter was arguably the richest,
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most powerful, and most educated man in the most powerful colony of Virginia. His land and
number of slaves dwarfed both Jefferson and Washington, as well as his library.?” However, his
controversial decision to emancipate caused turbulence throughout Virginia and entangled Carter
in legal battles for several years. Within three years of emancipating his slaves, he was penniless
in a small cabin in Baltimore, and in 1804, he was buried in an unmarked grave.?%

Unlike Jefferson, Carter was not able to get consistently elected, and there is evidence to
suggest that this could be what led to Carter’s deviant behavior. A childhood marked by
emotional isolation within a large family contributed to his solitary disposition. Consequently, he
sought approval outside conventional routes, first within his marital connections and later
through his faith, forming connections with marginalized groups like blacks and impoverished
whites. Deliberately, Carter might have chosen to defy the established norms of a class that had
often rejected him, a sentiment evident when he failed to secure positions in the House of
Burgesses. Although he supported the Revolution, he did so on his own terms—extending
material support while discouraging his sons from enlisting.

Carter’s Deed of Manumission expressed a commitment to uphold his principles without
disrupting his community. Yet, he appeared relatively indifferent to neighbors' opinions and even
dismissed his sons' and sons-in-law's opposition.??® In fact, their resistance seemed to invigorate
him, driving him to ensure the foolproof execution of his plan.?!® Carter's actions had already
stirred controversy, such as reserving land for his slaves over white tenants' claims, backing

blacks in conflicts with whites, and engaging in religious activities. Despite his significant
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wealth and influence, there was little that anyone could do about his eccentricities. Unconcerned
about external opinions and perhaps desiring to provoke them, he emancipated his slaves, daring
anyone to obstruct his decision. When the objections from his neighbors became too
cumbersome, he utilized the privilege his wealth afforded, relocating from Virginia to Baltimore,
where he spent his remaining years impoverished. When comparing Carter to Jefferson, despite
all their similarities in their upbringing, Jefferson’s ambition was the primary difference between
the two students of Wythe. Jefferson’s position required him to retain his slaves lest he loses his
electability and the influence needed for him to enact his political agenda.

John Randolph of Roanoke, on the other hand, who was also a student of Wythe, was
heavily influenced by his stepfather, St. George Tucker. Yet it took a string of tragedies within
his family and vivid visions of his own death for him to draft a will in 1792 that provided for the
eventual emancipation of his 500 slaves.?!* Although he died in 1796, his desires were not
fulfilled until 1810.%2 Like Jefferson, Randolph’s legacy of slavery is complex. He believed that
neither race could coexist in the same location, “The question of slavery, as it is called, is to us a
question of life and death ... You will find no instance in history where two distinct races have
occupied the soil except in the relation of master and slave.”?'® This belief is what led Randolph
to become a founding member of the American Colonization Society in 1816 to send freed
blacks to a colony in Africa.

To understand the actions and philosophy of John Randolph of Roanoke towards slavery,
one must dissect his education in the same way as Jefferson’s and Carter's. Before Randolph was

sent to William and Mary in 1792 to be educated under George Wythe, he was already extremely

21 Ely, Israel on the Appomattox, 23-9.
22 Ely, Israel on the Appomattox, 23.
213 Josiah Quincy, Figures of the Past from the Leaves of Old Journals (United States: Roberts Brothers, 1882), 213.
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close with his teacher. Wythe had already educated Randolph’s older brother, Richard Randolph
I, and as previously explained, Wythe’s impression impacted Randolph II for the remainder of
his life, and his teachings were the inspiration for his slaves’ manumissions in his will. Randolph
IT named several executors of his will besides his wife Judith, including St. George Tucker, his
brother John Randolph of Roanoke, Creed Taylor, and “next to my father-in-law, my greatest
benefactor, George Wythe, Chancellor of Virginia.””?'4

Like both Carter and Jefferson, Randolph was raised in the southern aristocracy. He was
a mere eight years old when he gazed upon the vast and solitary plantation that would later
become inseparable from his identity. It is possible that the enchanting allure of Roanoke began
to weave its spell on him during this initial visit. Remarkably, the plantation was already his,
having been bequeathed to him and Theodorick through their father's will. Prior to the
Randolphs, this land had known no other white owners, and it had long been the domain of John
Randolph's Native American ancestors. 21

John's mother inherited several large estates from her first husband that were to be passed
on to his sons. One of the estates, Roanoke, was left to John and Theodorick. Riding over it one
day, she supposedly told “Johnny”: “When you get to be a man, you must not sell your land; it is
the first step to ruin for a boy to part with his father's home: be sure to keep it as long as you
live.”?!® Randolph followed her advice, and in a few years, he was the master of vast estates and
the slaves and debts that came with them. His inheritance kept him tied to the land and dependent
upon it for his prosperity. Randolph was strongly attached to the land of old Virginia and the

problems of the planter economy and the slavery system.

214w, P. D.', "The Negro Question,” January 24, 1889, a typed copy in Bruce Randolph Papers.
215 J R. to Josiah Quincy, Richmond, March 22, 1814, Randolph Mss. L.C.
216 Garland, Randolph 1:18.
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However, unlike Jefferson and Carter, Randolph did have a father figure in his life in the
form of St. George Tucker when the latter married his mother. Like Jefferson, Tucker also
studied law under George Wythe. Tucker desired to put into practice what was only speculated
by the major theoretical writers of public right:

Throughout his life, Tucker’s commitment to natural rights ideology of the Revolution

shaped his social and political attitudes and forced him to confront the shortcoming of his

society. In particular, his loyalty to these principles compelled him to challenge their
greatest contradiction—chattel slavery.?!’

In 1795, he still believed that the majority of slave-holders would “cheerfully concur in
any feasible plan” for the institution’s abolition.?!® Confident that something could and would be
done to end slavery, he wrote the Dissertation (1796). Tucker’s plan advocated for maintaining
the current state of slaves throughout their lifetimes. On the other hand, female individuals born
after the plan's implementation would attain their freedom upon reaching the age of twenty-eight.
Subsequently, these freed females would pass on their liberated status to all their future
descendants. When he finished drafting the Dissertation, Tucker confidently submitted it to the
Virginia House of Delegates and included a note to the Speaker of that body: “The
Representatives of a free people have declared that all Men are by nature equally free and
independent, can not disapprove a moral Truth into practical effect.”?*?

In his opening statements of the essay, he attacked the wickedness of the slave institution:
Whilst we were offering up vows at the shrine of Liberty, and sacrificing hecatombs upon
her altars; whilst we swore irreconcilable hostility to her enemies, and hurled defiance in
their faces; whilst we adjured the God of Hosts to witness our resolution to live free, or
die, and imprecated curses on their heads who refused to unite with us in establishing the
empire of freedom; we were imposing upon our fellow men, who differ in complexion

from us, a slavery, ten thousand times more cruel than the utmost extremity of those
grievances and oppressions, of which we complained. Such are the inconsistencies of

217 Phillip Hamilton, “Revolutionary Principles and Family Loyalties: Slaver’s Transformation in the St. George
Tucker Household of Early National Virginia,” The William and Mary Quarterly 55 (October 1998): 533-534.
218 St. George Tucker to Jeremy Belknap, June 29, 1795, The Founder’s Constitution, vol. 1, 559-560., 535.

219 St. George Tucker to Jeremy Belknap, 29 June 1795, The Founder’s Constitution, vol. 1, 536.
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human nature; such the blindness of those who pluck not the beam out of their own eyes,
whilst they can espy a moat in the eyes of their brother; such that partial system of
morality which confines rights and injuries, to particular complexions; such the effect
that self-love which justifies, or condemns, not according to principle, but to the agent.??

The wording of Tucker’s speech is peculiar as he clearly asserts there is unfinished work within
the founding of the United States. Tucker blatantly calls out the hypocrisy of individuals who can
be so passionate about their own freedom while simultaneously perpetuating extreme cruelty and
oppression of others. Tucker also points out the moral double standard that arises from a system
of morality that applies rights and wrongs based on one's skin color rather than universal
principles of justice. His speech would go on to attack the “forefathers” for sowing the “seeds of
evil” which “like leprosy” infected the Union and projected their “sins” on the “succeeding
generations.”??! However, the Virginia Assembly did not receive Tucker’s proposition
enthusiastically. Most delegates refused to consider it. Just as Jefferson was deflated by the
“public mind,” Tucker was dismayed by the negative reaction and never again pursued the issue
with the legislature.

Randolph and Tucker developed a deep and affectionate relationship. In letters dating
from his youth to his early years in Congress, Randolph repeatedly expressed the “liveliest
affection” for Tucker. “My much beloved Father,” he wrote at the age of twenty-three, “let me
once more express my undiminished respect and affectionate esteem for you, who has proven the
unaltered friend of my infancy; who has watched over my youth; and to whose more than

paternal care and tendency [sic] I owe every acquisition I enjoy.” He sought Tucker’s views on

220 St. George Tucker, View of the Constitution of the United States with Selected Writings, with a Foreword by
Clyde N. Wilson (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1999), 403.
221 St. George Tucker, View of the Constitution, 405.
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politics, law, and finances, and professed that he “ever gloried in addressing you by the
venerable name of father and friend.”???

Randolph of Roanoke’s educational road was certainly much more checkered compared
to Jefferson’s. Like Carter III, he had little interest in his education at first, much to the dismay
of his stepfather. Both Randolph brothers were kicked out of their first private school for
assaulting their teacher and flunked out of both College of New Jersey and Columbia College,
New York City, opting to spend their time drinking instead. Randolph of Roanoke then spent
time with his cousin Edmund Randolph to study law, though he never practiced. It was only
through their family’s wealth and influence that they were permitted into William and Mary.?%3
Like Jefferson and Carter before him, no doubt Wythe’s influence at the University shaped
Randolph’s view of slavery. Although St. George Tucker was interested in his sons attaining the
best education possible, the Revolutionary War lasted until John was 10, interfering with any
prolonged formal education. Indeed, in 1781, Mrs. Tucker and her family left their estate at
Mattoax to flee troops under Benedict Arnold. They fled to Bizarre, a large Randolph estate on
the Appomattox, where John would spend much of his life.

He began devouring books at an early age, as he later recalled:

One of the first books I ever read was Voltaire's Charles X II; about the same time, 1780-

1, I read the Spectator; and used to steal away to the closet containing them. The letters

from his correspondents were my favorites. | read Humphrey Clinker, also; that is Win

and Tabby's letters, with great delight, for I could spell at that age, pretty correctly.

Reynard, the Fox, came next, I think, then Tales of the Genii and Arabian Nights. This la

s t, and Shakespeare, were my idols. I had read them with Don Quixote, Gil Bias, Quintus

Curtius, Plutarch, Pope's Homer, Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver, Tom Jones, Orlando

Furioso, and Thomson's Seasons, before I was eleven years; also, Goldsmith's Roman
History . . . and an old history of Braddock's War.?2*

222 David Johnson, John Randolph of Roanoke: Jimmy Carter and the Making of American Foreign Policy (LSU
Press, 2012) 13.

223 Alan Taylor, Thomas Jefferson's Education (United States: W. W. Norton, 2019) 72-76.

224 J. R. to Theodore Dudley, Feb. 16, 1817, in Dudley, Letters, 191.
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Randolph's position on slavery also came into sharper focus during this period. However,
he made distinctions between the evils of the institution and the danger of interfering with the
relationship between master and slave that may have seemed inconsistent. He proposed to have
the slave trade in the District of Columbia investigated so that some means for ending it could be
found. He called the trade a “crying sin before God” and an “abomination,” yet:

Before he proceeded further, he fenced himself in against all suspicion of unduly

interfering in the very delicate subject of the relation between the slave and his owner,

and to that end, he reminded the House that where a bill was brought in some years
before to prevent the prosecution of the African slave trade, he had voted against it,
because it professed a principle against which it was the duty of every man of the
southern or slaveholding States to set his face; for it assumed a prerogative to interfere in
the right of property between the master and his slave. On account of that opposition, he
had been calumniously and falsely held up, as one of the advocates of the most nefarious,

the most disgraceful, and most infernal traffic that has ever stained the annals of the
human race.??®

What concerned Randolph the most was the potential interference with the institution of
slavery from external forces. He believed that if the South were allowed to manage its own
affairs without outside intervention, it would eventually recognize the impracticality of slavery,
leading to a gradual process of emancipation. Ironically, it was the growing threat of external
interference in the South that nurtured the sense of regionalism that Randolph had harbored for a
long time. In the 1820s, this resurgence of sectionalism brought him back to the national stage,
where he enjoyed prominence like that of two decades earlier. “[We] must concern ourselves
with what is,” Randolph had conveyed to Josiah Quincy, “and slavery exists.” This statement of
Randolph, according to David Johnson, acknowledges that slavery existed primarily because
Randolph was one of its most vigorous defenders against any actual or perceived attack, deeming

it “a question of life and death” for the South.

25 Annals, 14th Cong., 1st sess. (1816), pp. 1115-16. Although reported here in the third person, these remarks are
very similar to other reports of Randolph's statements on these issues from a variety of sources.



52

Nevertheless, Randolph also privately disclosed to Quincy that the “curse of slavery . . .
an evil daily magnifying, great as it already is, embitters many a moment of the Virginia
landholder who is not duller than the clod beneath his feet.” Randolph was a persistent opponent
of the slave trade, considered emancipation to be a viable option, never bought or sold slaves,
and repeatedly condemned the institution. While Randolph supported manumission, he stopped
short of abolition. By all accounts, Randolph would be considered a humane master. When his
383 slaves were manumitted, only seven bore any “fleshmarks,” and none of these had been
caused by physical abuse. 22

On numerous occasions, Randolph articulated the conflict between slavery and
republican ideals. “I have often bewailed the lot that made me their keeper,” he wrote in 1818. “I
now bow with submission to the decree of Him who has called me to this state and pray to be
enabled to discharge the duties of it.” During his education, Randolph studied the anti-slavery
essay of British abolitionist Thomas Clarkson. The “impression made on my mind by the
dissertation,” he wrote, “sunk deep.” He attested that, since reading the pamphlet, “all my
feelings and instincts were in opposition to slavery in every shape; to the subjugation of one
man’s will to that of another.”

Randolph's attraction to Clarkson's essay is unsurprising, given its eloquent appeals to
“reason, justice, nature, the principles of law and government, the whole doctrine, in short, of
natural religion, and the revealed voice of God.” Randolph no doubt heard echoes of Tucker’s
and his own principles when he read: “With respect to the loss of liberty, it is evident that men
bear nothing worse . . . and that they have shewn, by many and memorable instances, that even

death is to be preferred.” Nevertheless, the influence of Clarkson was tempered, Randolph

226 Johnson, John Randolph of Roanoke, 69.
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wrote, “by pleasure, or business,” by custom and culture. “I read myself into this madness, as |
have read myself into some agricultural improvements,” he said, figuratively shaking off
Clarkson’s influence, “but, as with these last I worked myself out of them, so also I worked
myself out of it.”” 2%/

When his brother, Richard Randolph II, passed and liberated his slaves, it was Randolph
who set up the free black community of Israel Hill. There, they achieved self-sufficiency on par
with neighboring white landowners who possessed similar amounts of land. They engaged in
various occupations such as farming, barrel making, and boat work in addition to cultivating
their land. The act of emancipation in itself was enough to inflame many Virginia tempers. Still,
the violent abolitionist language Richard employed in his will condemning his ancestors and the
whole body of his fellow citizens for permitting the evils of slavery going unchallenged for so
long a time was probably sufficient to cast suspicion in many minds on that entire branch of the
Randolphs.?? The manner in which Roanoke was administered was hardly more popular. The
seventy-six slaves and eight free Negroes who worked the plantation at that time enjoyed an
unusual measure of freedom and initiative without the restraints usually imposed by overseers.??°
Many remembered that St. George Tucker had written a critical Dissertation on the institution of
slavery in Virginia only three years before.?*® Thus, when Randolph himself passed in 1832, like

his brother before him, he freed hundreds of slaves in his will and provided money to purchase

land for them.?%!

227 Johnson, John Randolph of Roanoke, 69-70.
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Many of Wythe’s notable students had developed anti-slavery beliefs under his guidance,
and Jefferson wished to emulate the same with his own students when he eventually created the
University of Virginia. However, why are there such divergent paths between Jefferson and
Wythe’s other students? As previously explained, slavery played a critical role in one’s position
within society. Carter was not as politically ambitious as Jefferson; he did not care about the
social or political ramifications of manumission, Jefferson clearly did. Additionally, just as the
Randolph household was plagued by debt, so was Jefferson’s. Randolph walked a fine line for
many years regarding manumission. He was politically ambitious like Jefferson and understood
the Southern principles regarding slavery if he wanted to remain electable. He also had issues
with federal government overreach, just as Jefferson, both taking similar stances regarding the
Missouri Controversy. Randolph, like Jefferson, linked slavery and states’ rights together.
Nevertheless, following his departure from William and Mary, Jefferson made numerous
attempts, in which he required his property for status, to influence the eventual eradication of

slavery, but he was routinely stonewalled by the “public mind.”
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Chapter Two:

Jefferson’s Early Career

Eager to put his idealistic views into practice, Jefferson quickly learned the realities of
life were far too complex for radical change, such as emancipation, to happen instantaneously.
During the 1760s and 1770s, Jefferson suffered defeat after defeat in his emancipationist efforts
before realizing the ‘public mind’ was not enlightened enough for emancipation. Like George
Wythe’s other student, Robert Carter III, Jefferson quickly put his anti-slavery beliefs into
practice once he left William and Mary.

While studying law, Wythe ensured that Jefferson was well versed in primary English
legal texts, of which Jefferson found himself drawn to the Whig Sir Edward Coke. Part of
Jefferson’s studies was to “commonplaced” or summarize decisions by English judges. David
Konig argued that during his studies, Jefferson had determined that slavery had no logical
foundation in either common or statutory law.?3? Jefferson’s first anti-slavery effort was during
his seven years as a lawyer. Jefferson took on six freedom suits pro bono or without charge.
Interestingly, Jefferson took them at his own expense, suggesting a personal motive rather than
financial. Of the six freedom suits, only the records for one, Howell v. Netherland, survives.
Most of the notes for the case and others were lost in a fire at his mother’s house in Shadwell.
Jefferson considered the Howell case as one of the most important cases prior to the American

Revolution, although Jefferson’s ranking could be considered self-serving.

232 David T. Konig, “Thomas Jefferson and the Practice of Law,” Encyclopedia Virginia, Virginia Foundation for
the Humanities, December 20, 2012.
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The basis of the 1770 case was Samuel Howell, a mixed-race slave of thirty years, who
claimed he should be freed as his great-grandmother was white and was impregnated by a black.
His grandmother was born after 1705 and was bound to servitude according to law till 31 years
of age. She then gave birth to Howell’s mother, and the same law was applicable to her. Samuel
Howell was born in 1742, and he, too, was bound to servitude for 31 years. Previously, Howell,
along with his younger brother, ran away from their master, Wade Netherland, who subsequently
placed a notice on August 8, 1770, in the Virginia Gazette. When Howell was recaptured,
Jefferson acted as his lawyer for his case at no charge and appealed to the General Court for his
freedom. Virginian law was strict on emancipation, “except for some meritorious services, to be
adjudged and allowed by the Governor and Council,” so the case by default was going to be an
uphill battle for the young idealistic Jefferson.?3

Jefferson’s first argument for Howell’s freedom was founded on the lack of precedent.
After thirty years of servitude, Jefferson contended that once Howell was sold to Netherland,
Howell’s legal obligations were voided because bond servants were not transferable. To
supplement his argument, Jefferson cited “An act concerning Servants and Slaves” (1705) that
enslaved the children of the offspring of a white woman and black male and a 1723 law that
bound children of the offspring, “So that the position at first laid down is now proven, that the
act of 1705, makes servants of the first mulatto, that of 1723, extends it to her children, but that it
remains for some future legislature if any shall be found wicked enough, to extend it to the

grandchildren and other issues more remote, to the “nati natorum et qui nascentur ab illis.”"**

233 William G. Merkel, “A Founding Father on Trial: Jefferson’s Rights Talk and the Problem of Slavery During the
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234 Thomas Jefferson, The Writings of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Paul Leicester Ford (New York: G. P. Putham’s Sons,
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However, there were no laws in place for third-generation children, leaving no basis for Howell
to remain bound.

Yet, Jefferson did not make the argument that Howell should be freed based on his
client's appearance of being white. It is most likely that Jefferson’s client was not light-skinned,
as a lower court had already ruled against him solely on this detail, per the norm.?*® Rather,
Jefferson argued that because of Howell’s “white ancestry,” he was then able to “build on that

fact in a manner that call[ed] into question the moral legitimacy of slaveholding irrespective of

the color of the bondmen.”2%6

Jefferson’s next argument boldly invoked natural rights; Jefferson asserted that:

I suppose it will not be pretended that the mother being a servant, the child would be a
servant also under the law of nature, without any particular provision in the act. Under
the law of nature, all men are born free, and everyone comes into the world with a right to
his own person. This is what is called personal liberty, and [it] is given him by the author
of nature, because necessary for his own sustenance. The reducing the mother to
servitude was a violation of the law of nature: surely then the same law cannot prescribe a
continuance of the violation to her issue, and that too without end, for if it extends to any,
it must to every degree of descendants.?’

Perhaps the most curious aspect of Jefferson’s appeal is his assertion that natural law was the
supreme law of the land:
Under the law of nature, all men are born free, everyone comes into the world with a
right to his own person, which includes the liberty of moving and using it at his own will.
This is what is called personal liberty and is given him by the author of nature because

necessary for his own sustenance.?

Thus, in Jefferson’s argument, a mother being a servant does not justify the child being a servant

as well, violating the law of nature.

235 For freedom suits during this period, see Duncan MacLeod, Slavery, Race, and the American Revolution (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 109-126.
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However, there was another layer to Jefferson’s argument, referring to the words of
German legal theorist Samuel von Pufendorf, who was not opposed to slavery in all
circumstances but believed that due to it violating natural law, the legislature must “rediscover,
reinvent, and reassert positive pro-slavery law over the years” to rationalize keeping people
enslaved.?® Unlike the philosophical views of John Locke and Thomas Hobbes regarding
slavery, Pufendorf rejects the perception that slavery arose from the war of all against all and that
victors had the right to enslave their attackers. He also rejects the notion that servitude is derived
from divine approval, with the victors of war granted the authority to enslave captives.
Alternatively, Pufendorf states that slavery did not originate from war but from voluntary
contracts between individuals of different economic classes. From this “contract servitude,”
people could escape poverty by voluntarily entering servitude. From there, the master’s authority
is limited to the servant’s labor; the master cannot engage in capital punishment or sell the
servant to another master because the master does not own the servant’s body or life.24
Jefferson, with Puffendorf’s views, contended that:

For having proved that servitude to be rightful must be founded on either compact or
capture in war, he proceeds to shew that the children of the latter only follow the
condition of the mother: for which he gives this reason, that the person and labor of the
mother in a condition of perfect slavery, (as he supposes to be that of the captive in war)
being the property of the master, it is impossible she should maintain it but with her
master’s goods; by which he suppose a debt contracted from the infant to the master. But
he says in cases of servitude founded on compact, “The food of the future issue is
contained or implied in their own maintenance, which their master owes them as a just
debt; and consequently their children are not involved in a necessity of slavery.” This is
the nature of the servitude introduced by the act of 1705, the master deriving his title to

the service of the mother, entirely from the contract entered into with the
churchwardens.?**
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Jefferson’s progressive ideals were not as welcoming in the ears of the court. The men of the
court, whom Jefferson liked and admired, quickly snuffed out any discussion of the contradiction
of natural rights and pro-slavery laws. In complete humiliation, Jefferson’s case was thrown out
by the court before the opposing council could even make an argument.

As fate would have it, on the opposing counsel was Jefferson’s mentor, George Wythe.
“Wythe, for the defendant, was about to answer, but the Court interrupted him and gave
judgement in favor of his client.”?*? Due to the court tossing out Jefferson’s case, there is no
record of what Wythe’s response to Jefferson’s natural rights argument would have been. It has
created much discussion among scholars over Wythe’s reply, with some speculating he might
have been pro-slavery at this point in his life as he was on the opposing council of a freedom
suit. Perhaps it was Jefferson’s inspiring words that moved him to become anti-slavery.?*3

On the other hand, the more likely outcome was Wythe, acting as many lawyers must,
represented a client whose views did not represent his own. For a better understanding of
Wythe’s anti-slavery views, it is worth dissecting his time as a judge on Virginia’s High Court of
Chancery over more subsequent slavery cases. When John Pleasants’, an anti-slavery Quaker,
will freeing hundreds of slaves was challenged in 1798, Wythe upheld the will and took an
additional step decreeing that Pleasants’ family owed the now freed slaves sixteen years’ worth
of back pay.?** In 1806, in Hudgins v. Wright, when an enslaved Native American family sued
for their freedom, Wythe ruled that because the family looked either Native American or white

but not African American, they were presumed to be free. Due to this, the owner must provide

242 pyblished in Reports of Cases Determined in the General Court of Virginia from 1730 to 1740, and from 1768 to
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the burden of proof of ownership. Additionally, Wythe declared that the Virginia Declaration of
Rights (1776) held that all men “are by nature equally free and independent,” and the family
should be freed.

Wythe’s ruling in this case followed the precedent set by numerous northern states that
also had “free and equal” clauses in their founding documents. Because these documents were
written when slavery was widespread and virtually universally legal, judges were called to rule
on their inferences. In states like Massachusetts, judges ruled on behalf of slaves due to the level
of public opinion against slavery. However, in southern states such as Virginia, Wythe’s actions
were more radical. While the Virginia Declaration of Rights invoked the words “free and equal,”
it was widespread knowledge that it was never meant to apply to slavery.?*> Furthermore, in
response to Gabriel’s Rebellion (1800), public opinion turned against emancipation. During the
same year as Hudgins, the Virginia legislature passed a bill that demanded all freed slaves leave
the state or they would be re-enslaved.

It would be reasonable then to conclude that Wythe supported Jefferson’s case with Mr.
Howell in 1770, as he not only endorsed Jefferson’s anti-slavery actions in the Virginia
legislature but also joined in some during the Revolutionary period. Jefferson’s first anti-slavery
legislation attempt occurred shortly after he was elected to the House of Burgesses on May 11,
1769. Jefterson had previously visited the House of Burgesses in 1765 while he was still a
student at William and Mary. Then, he witnessed Patrick Henry's defiant stand against the Stamp
Act. Jefferson was awestruck by the “splendid display of Mr. Henry's talents as a popular orator.

They were great indeed, such as I have never heard from any other man. He appeared to me to

14 For an in-depth analysis of the Hudgins case, see Robert Cover, Justice Accused: Antislavery and the Judicial
Process (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1975), 50-55. Following Wythe’s murder, the Hudgins case was
appealed; While the court upheld Wythe’s racial reasoning, they did overturn his natural rights reasoning.
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speak as Homer wrote.””?*¢ Henry became notorious for his passionate nationalist speeches, a
sentiment that Jefferson would share. Not only were Jefferson’s anti-slavery notions developing,
but his sense of nationalism was beginning to take shape as, during this time, the colonies geared
closer to rebellion.

Prior to Jefferson’s election to the body, the House had already begun developing an anti-
slavery atmosphere. Since 1710, the Virginian colony had taken several steps to curb the slave
trade with varying degrees of success.?*” Prior to 1769, Virginia had implemented a five percent
tax on slave purchases and had even attempted to raise it as high as thirty-five percent. But in
1770, the English crown grew irritated at the colony’s antics and commanded the Virginia
governor “upon the pain of the highest displeasure to assent to no laws by which the importation
of slaves should be in any respect prohibited or obstructed.””?*® Virginia remained defiant,
petitioning the King in 1772:

We implore your Majesty’s paternal assistance in averting a calamity of a most alarming

nature. The importation of slaves into the colonies from the coast of Africa hath long

been considered as a trade of great inhumanity, and under its present encouragement, we
have too much reason to fear it will endanger the very existence of your Majesty’s

American dominions. We are sensible that some of your Majesty’s subjects may reap

emoluments from this sort of traffic, but when we consider that it greatly retards the

settlement of the colonies with more useful inhabitants and may, in time, have the most
destructive influence, we presume to hope that the interest of a few will be disregarded
when placed in competition with the security and happiness of such numbers of your

majesty’s dutiful and loyal subjects. We, therefore, beseech your Majesty to remove all

those restraints on your Majesty’s governors in this colony which inhibit their assenting
to such laws as might check so pernicious a consequence.?*®
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The same day Jefferson was elected to the House of Burgesses in 1769, the House had
unanimously agreed to boycott any “Manner of Goods, Merchandize, or Manufactures, which
are or shall hereafter be taxed by Act of Parliament,” in response to the Townshend Acts. This
was seen as an act of patriotism by the House, yet this did not end there. They extended the
boycott to other goods such as wine, sugar, trinkets, pickles, beef, pork, tables, and chairs.
However, to Jefferson, this was not enough. Jefferson also went after British slavery, demanding:

That we will not import or bring into the colony, or cause to be imported or brought into
the colony, either by sea or land, any slaves, or make sale of any upon commission, or
purchase any slave or slaves that may be imported by others after the 1st day of
November next, unless the same have been twelve months upon the continent until the
acts had been repealed.>

While it would be pure conjecture at this time to contend that Jefferson’s support for the boycott
of slaves was anything more than an act of rebellious comradery with his fellow Virginians
against the British’s policies for them to be appealed, it cannot be overlooked that there was an
unofficial anti-slavery current running through members of the House. Richard Henry Lee, in his
first speech to the House, claimed the slave trade was poisonous to the colony’s moral interests.
He further argued:

Nor, sir, are these the only reasons to be urged against the importation. In my opinion, not
the cruelties practiced in the conquest of Spanish America, not the savage barbarity of a
Saracen, can be more big with atrocity, than our cruel trade to Africa. There we
encourage those poor, ignorant people, to wage eternal war against each other; not nation
against nation, but father against son, children against parents, and brothers against
brothers, whereby parental, filial, and fraternal duty is terribly violated; that by war,
stealth, or surprise, we Christians may be furnished with our fellow creatures, who are no
longer to be considered as created in the image of God as well as ourselves, and equally
entitled to liberty and freedom by the great law of nature, but they are to be deprived, for
ever deprived, of all the comforts of life, and to be made the most wretched of the human
kind. I have seen it observed by a great writer that Christianity, by introducing into
Europe the truest principle of humanity, universal benevolence, and brotherly love, had
happily abolished civil slavery. Let us, who profess the same religion, practice its

20 Thomas Jefferson, A4 Summary View of the Rights of British America (Williamsburg Va.: Printed by Clementina
Rind, 1774).
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precepts; and by agreeing to this duty, convince the world that we know and practice our
true interests, and that we pay a proper regard to the dictates of justice and humanity.?!

Lee’s efforts continued further with his own draft of taxes for slaves imported to Virginia. While
Lee’s efforts were futile, Jefferson’s old friend and mentor, Governor Francis Fauquier, believed
that those who opposed the act did so out of self-interest rather than humanitarian concerns.?

In 1769, Edward Stabler, a Quaker, presented a request for the Burgesses to pass a law
that allowed individual Quakers to manumit their slaves. Quakers had long been opponents of
slavery, basing their objection on their commitment to pacifism, and since slavery was principled
on violence, they deemed it morally wrong. The Virginian Quakers had explicitly forbidden
manumissions except for meritorious deeds confirmed by the legislature.?>® The Quakers’ efforts
against slavery would be acknowledged by Henry in 1773, praising them for forcing the issue of
slavery to the front; he conveyed uneasiness akin to those expressed by other Virginians. Still, he
also rationalized unsympathetically that he could not remove himself from his position, for he
was “drawn along by the general inconvenience of living without them; I will not, I cannot
justify it,” as he wrote.

Instead, the best that Henry and other slaveholders could hope for was to “treat the
unhappy victims with lenity; it is the furthest advance we can make towards justice,” or at least
4

the furthest that the boundaries of his and his contemporaries’ imaginations could carry them.?®

By the time of the Revolution, Pennsylvania Quakers actively allied themselves with
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abolitionists in Great Britain.?®® The Quaker efforts to end slavery and the slave trade did not end
with the Revolution, as in 1790, Pennsylvania Quakers, joined by Benjamin Franklin, petitioned
the Congress to introduce legislation to end the importation of slaves and begin a program of
gradual emancipation.?>®

In the earliest days of the colony, Virginians could not manumit their slaves at will,
facing fines and, potentially, jail. While there were certainly cases of few manumissions being
allowed, going as far back as 1619, it was still a difficult and tiresome process.?®’ The varying
degree of manumission laws varied, depending on the reason. For example, laws barring the
manumission of sick or old slaves were in place for understandable explanations: freeing a sick
or elderly slave was seen as cruel because the freedom would undoubtedly cause a premature
death, if not accelerate such an end.?®® Prior to the Stabler’s arrival, the most recent manumission
law was in 1723 that prohibited manumissions except for “some meritorious service,” compared
to previously that any freed slave had to be removed from the colony within six months of the
date of their manumission at the owner’s expense, else the owner would be fined.?>*

No doubt, Stabler found a friend in Jefferson, who convinced his elder cousin, the
respectable Richard Bland, to present a bill that returned the right of the individual owners to

manumit their slaves, just as Stabler had requested. Jefferson was not entirely idealistic to expect

the bill to pass as many prominent Virginians such as Washington, Madison, Monroe, Henry,
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Lee, and John Randolph of Roanoke all expressed a dislike towards the institution. Washington
longed for some proposal that could be accepted “by which slavery in this country may be
abolished by slow, sure, and imperceptible degrees.”?®® Patrick Henry stigmatized slavery as an
“abominable practice” and a “species of violence and tyranny.”?%* George Mason, a known
opponent of slavery, wrote in support of a revolutionary ban on slave imports by stating that “we
take this opportunity of declaring our most earnest wishes to see an entire stop forever put to
such a wicked, cruel, and unnatural trade.”?®? And John Randolph of Roanoke pronounced it “a
volcano in full operation.”?®® Richard Henry Lee, in 1759, had proposed “to lay so heavy a duty
on the importation of slaves as effectually to put an end to that iniquitous and disgraceful traffic
within the colony of Virginia.”?%*

Unfortunately, the atmosphere was not ready for such a bill, as the legislature rejected the
bill directly. While the young Jefferson was more “spared in the debate” when he seconded the
motion, it is important to note the courage Jefferson displayed when he seconded Bland’s
motion. Jefferson understood that anti-slavery ideals were not as popular as he would have liked,
and this was proven when Bland received the lion’s share of the criticism as he was “denounced
as an enemy to his country and was treated with the grossest indecorum.”?®® When Jefferson

recounted the event years later to Edward Coles, he explained his thoughts:

The love of justice and the love of country plead equally the cause of these people, and it
is a moral reproach to us that they should have pleaded it so long in vain, and should have
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produced not a single effort, nay I fear not much serious willingness to relieve them &
ourselves from our present condition of moral & political reprobation.?%®

Fortunately, the Quakers’ efforts did not stop there. In 1770, Robert Pleasants and other Quakers
submitted manumission bills to legislators requesting that they place before the Virginia House a
law repealing the colony’s 1723 restriction on manumission:
Which prevents a man from rewarding faithfulness with freedom in his servant and
deprives the owner of the liberty of disposing in that manner of what the same law hath

made his property; a privilege which I believe has been enjoyed by almost every age of
the World before the introduction of slavery into America.?’

Jefferson reflected on this moral failure of the “regal government” for two reasons. His
first reason was that living under colonial rule had “circumscribed” the minds of the legislators
“within narrow limits by a habitual belief that it was our duty to be subordinate to the mother
country in all matters of government.” The Burgesses rejected any changes to their laws, not
because they held deep “reflections and convictions” but rather from “habit and despair.”
Additionally, Jefferson believed that the “mother country” definitively expressed her intentions
on the issue of slavery, stating that “Royal negative [the King’s veto] closed the last door to
every hope of amelioration.”

In Jefferson’s opinion, “nothing liberal” would pass the legislation because of the
colony’s subordination to England.?®® As Jefferson continued to serve in his role, he developed a
reputation as a vehement critic of British policy in the colonies, attacking not only their tax
policies but their contradictions with his vision of a democratic democracy. This vision was
championed by “decentralized and self-governing ‘ward republics,”” contrasted with the British

mode of overseeing its colonies. Jefferson regarded Parliament’s capability to enforce unpopular
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legislation on the colonists and often traversed the laws decided by colonial leaders as an
example of tyranny.?%°

The disconnect with the King only grew as Jefferson’s nationalism gained traction. It is
critical to emphasize this disconnect not only with King George III but also the British with the
colonists. While there was certainly an anti-slavery undercurrent in the colonies, it was by no
means widespread within the “public mind,” but it was in the British Isles. Jefferson's coming of
age during the Revolutionary period drastically shaped his consequent political and intellectual
career. Like the other colonies, Jefferson had grown up as an Englishman and saw only being
referred to as an “American” as a devaluation. But, just as salient in the eventual British rejection
of Americans as equal British subjects was the association of the colonies with African slavery.
This association could be an additional reason why the British rejected Americans as equal
British subjects.

As anti-slavery sentiments increased in the British Isles, the English were hard-pressed to
accept the “drivers of slaves” as worthy heirs of British liberty and identity.?’® As a consequence
of these many factors, the English, ultimately, “failed to incorporate... colonial Americans into

their idea of nation.”?* Thus, the colonists would then begin to develop their own nationalism.

Nationalism

However, a definition of nationalism must be established. The idea of nationalism was

theoretical and born in this period. Envisioning a republic before one existed in the modern age
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was a process of imagination. Modern historians of nationalism have largely rebuffed
perceptions of nations as primordial bodies that thereby direct a natural commitment from their
people. In its place, nations have a history that is created by culture, language, economy, and
politics. The social anthropologist Ernest Gellner writes, “The central mistake committed both by
the friends and the enemy of nationalism is the supposition that it is somehow natural.” This is to
contend that nationalism, per Gellner, “is not the awakening of nations to self-consciousness: it
invents nations where they do not exist.”?’? On the other hand, according to scholar Benedict
Anderson, who complements Gellner, nations are “imagined communities,” however, he corrects
Gellner’s assertion that nations are imaginary.?’® Thus, per Anderson, if the nation is imagined,
then the sense of nationalism can be imagined.

If nations are imagined communities through various aspects such as culture, then how is
culture or tradition created within a nation? Historian Eric Hobsbawm believes that tradition is
created somewhere between custom and routine. While they appear or claim to be old, they are
often quite recent in origin and may even be invented. Additionally, Hobsbawm writes that
tradition gives desired changes and resistance to innovation, the sanction of precedent, social
continuity, and natural law as expressed in history.?’* This is a critical aspect for context as Elias
Jose Palti argues that while nations changed over time, no transformation could be introduced in
each nation from without if this transformation was not already somehow inscribed within it as

one of its possible potential developments.?’
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To contextualize Jefferson’s view of slavery within his now-growing nationalist view, it
is important to establish his view of nationalism. Jefferson understood that nationalism illustrates
the ways in which the nation is distinctive from other nations. As a principle, it pursues unity, if
not some degree of homogeneity within the nation, and seeks to protect it from external and
internal threats to its character and autonomy. In a political sense, nationalism drives the nation
to self-govern and ensures it oversees its own political path. Jefferson’s nationalism will, in turn,
be one of the driving forces towards his hesitation in directly confronting slavery, which will be
outlined in Chapter 3.

When compared to other colonies, Jefferson observed that the Virginians were unique in
that they “can profess unbounded love of liberty and of democracy in consequence of the mass of
the people who in other countries become mobs, being there nearly altogether composed of their
own negro slaves...”?’® Here, Jefferson highlights Virginia’s distinct society, that their love for
liberty and democracy was due to the potential of the “mob” element. However, why does
Jefferson use the word mob? There was a fear in societies that an unruly and uneducated
population could cause unrest and destabilize the country. While this would typically be from
underprivileged populations, for Virginia, this would be due to their slave population, who had
no political power or rights. Thus, Jefferson’s argument that the institution of slavery in Virginia
acted as a safeguard against the creation of a traditional “mob” because slaves were incapable of
contributing to the political procedures and actions that might lead to social strife. This
arrangement, in his view, allowed the white population to maintain their love for liberty and
democracy without fear of the type of revolt against the social order that might occur in other

countries.

278 Quoted in Edmund Morgan, American Slavery, American Freedom: The Ordeal of Colonial Virginia (New York,
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On the other hand, it was his pamphlet, 4 Summary View of the Rights of British America
(1774), that first displayed Jefferson’s nationalism. Jefferson had written 4 Summary View in
response to Parliament’s Coercive Acts of early 1774. The measures, also known in America as
the “Intolerable Acts,” were adopted by the British government in the aftermath of the Boston
Tea Party of December 1773. They were designed to isolate rebellious Massachusetts Bay and
force it into submission. This intention proved to be a severe miscalculation. In a remarkable
show of unity, all the colonies but Georgia expressed support for Massachusetts and moved to
appoint delegates to a Continental Congress in Philadelphia. Members of Virginia’s House of
Burgesses, recently dissolved by Governor John Murray Dunmore for declaring a day of fasting
and prayer for Massachusetts, met at the Raleigh Tavern and expressed the sentiments of most
Americans when they proclaimed that “an attack, made on one of our sister colonies, to compel
submission to arbitrary taxes, is an attack made on all British America, and threatens ruin to the
rights of all.”?"’

One of the most important pieces of the book was the fact that Jefferson was “the first
American directly and publicly to criticize George I11.”2’® Members of Virginia’s House of
Burgesses, recently dissolved by Governor Dunmore for declaring a day of fasting and prayer for
Massachusetts, met at the Raleigh Tavern and expressed the sentiments of most Americans when

they proclaimed that “an attack, made on one of our sister colonies, to compel submission to

arbitrary taxes, is an attack made on all British America, and threatens ruin to the rights of
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all.”?’® Jefferson was initially nominated to the convention that would choose Virginia’s
delegates to the First Continental Congress. However, he was “stopped on the road by sickness”
and “unable to proceed,” Jefferson instead sent his proposed draft of instructions to the delegates

in Williamsburg.?®

Nonetheless, the convention rejected the document as too profound, but many instantly
realized its significance and published it anonymously, without Jefferson’s knowledge or
permission, under the title A Summary View of the Rights of British America. Jefferson used this
pamphlet to present an American identity that was not only separate but different politically and
culturally from that of the English. Therefore, when Jefferson wrote about slavery in the
pamphlet, it was clear he felt that England violated the national identity of the colonies. Jefferson

writes that it had been forced upon the colonies by the King.

The first line of Jefferson’s condemnation against slavery can be dissected on different
levels, “The abolition of domestic slavery is the great object of desire in those colonies where it
was unhappily introduced in their infant state.”?8! If they wished to abolish slavery, they must
also end the importation of slaves from Africa, which would, in turn, harm the Royal African
Company’s profits. Due to this, every time the Virginia legislature attempted to place restrictions
on the importation of slaves, either for economic reasons or, as Jefferson stated, they wished to
end slavery, the King vetoed their bills. The King had a commercial interest in the colonies, and

slavery was a part of that interest.
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While the other colonies at this moment were not considering nation-building,
reconciliation with England was still the objective. On the other hand, within 4 Summary View,
Jefferson argued that the British Parliament had no natural right to govern the colonies, which he
claimed had been independent since their founding:

At no point is the authority of the British constitution derived from prescriptive or

historic right, as distinct from, and opposed to, natural right. Right is prescriptive only

insofar as the right that is inherited is itself natural in its genesis and its reason. It is also
true that the stated (or prudent) objective of the address is reconciliation. But the tone and

manner in which it speaks to the king is one of independence.?®2

These intentions of Jefferson can be seen early within 4 Summary View:
Our ancestors, before their emigration to America, were the free inhabitants of the British
dominions in Europe, and possessed a right which nature has given to all men, of
departing from the country in which chance, not choice, has placed them, of going in
quest of new habitations, and of their establishing new societies, under such laws and
regulations as to them shall seem most likely to promote public happiness. That their
Saxon ancestors had, under this universal law, in like manner left their native wilds and
woods in the north of Europe, had possessed themselves of the island of Britain, then less

charged with inhabitants, and had established there that system of laws which has so long
been the glory and protection of that country.?®

This makes his thoughts clear on whether slavery should have even been established to begin
with. When the identity of the colonies was still being decided amongst themselves, England
introduced slavery before the colonies could decide if that was what they desired.

Yet, Jefferson argued that that is exactly the opposite of what they desired, as he wrote
that the abolition of domestic slavery was the great object of desire in those colonies. In
Jefferson’s mind, the British introduction of slavery was a direct violation of the colonies’ rights,
as the British Parliament had no right to govern the colonies to begin with. But that was not what
the King preferred. He would much rather “the immediate advantages of a few British corsairs to

the lasting interests of the American states, and to the rights of human nature deeply wounded by
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the infamous practice.”?®* Jefferson held a high regard for the colonies, in particular Virginia,
believing that they were unique because they professed “an unbounded love of liberty and of
democracy in consequence of the mass of the people, who in other countries might become
mobs, being there nearly altogether composed of their own Negro slaves...”?®

But here, the complexity of Jefferson is on display as he simultaneously advocated for the
abolition of the transatlantic slave trade, except for the slaves that were already here, “But
previous to the enfranchisement of the slaves we have, it is necessary to exclude all further
importations from Africa.” Why would Jefferson want to exclude the current slaves within the
colonies but ban further importation of slaves? The answer to this is found in the economy of
Virginia, which Jefferson considered to be his country.?®® By 1776, Virginia contained more than
two hundred thousand slaves, over half the entire colored population of the United States.?8” Of
this, Jefferson himself owned more than 185 slaves in 1774, and by 1781, this rose to over 200
despite him losing thirty in a British raid by General Cornwallis.?®

The economy of Jefferson’s country, Virginia, was entirely dependent upon slave labor
during the early 1770s.2%° This is arguably one of the most significant reasons Jefferson could not
actively promote the abolition of slaves already within Virginia, even if he had desired to, as he

claimed. The identity of Virginia had been created through slave labor on the plantations and was

dependent on that labor. Yet, it was during this time that Jefferson introduced “A Bill
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Concerning Slaves.” It is within this piece of legislation that Jefferson switches from his slave-
owner persona to his republican persona.

As a vivid advocate for the authority of states’ rights within the confines of the
Constitution, Jefferson believed that slavery was an issue that the states should decide for
themselves, as top-down mandates from the federal government would be just as oppressive as if
they had remained under British Rule. This proposal by Jefferson read “that no persons shall,
henceforth, be slaves within this commonwealth, except such as were so on the first day of this
present session of Assembly, and the descendants of the females of them.”?*® It is important to
note the language of the text within this bill. While Jefferson is clearly pushing for abolition, he
is also simultaneously allowing it to remain. The questions must be asked: why? The bill was
proposed during Jefferson’s governorship in Virginia during the peak of the American
Revolution. The economy of Virginia could not afford to be radically transformed during this
critical moment.

But Jefferson’s own nation was not the only nation he envisioned. Historian Peter Onuf
asserts that Jefferson viewed Virginian slaves as a distinct nation from the colonists. They were
“a people without a country, a captive nation, forcibly restrained from vindicating their rights
against their white oppressors.”?°! Thus, they would need to establish their own nation elsewhere
if emancipated. The natural relationship between the blacks and whites of Virginia was that of
two separate nations at war, with the only arbiter being a “just God.”?%2 Slavery was a clear evil,

but to remove it would unleash an evil perceived to be even greater during a time when white
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Virginians were attempting to secure their own freedom. Jefferson’s views of natural rights in
this aspect were clearly influenced by the work of John Locke, who Jefferson considered to be
one of the most influential men in the history of the world.

Jefferson explained Locke’s definition of a madman as “someone who has a kink in his
head on some particular subject, which neither reason nor fact can untangle.”?®® This
explanation not only applies to Locke’s view of slavery but Jefferson’s as well. Locke saw the
individual as the foundation of all property rights. This means that an individual has property in
his own person and that everyone has exclusive ownership rights to themselves and no other,
“nobody has originally a private dominion exclusive of the rest of mankind in any of them, as
they are thus in their natural state.”?®* Additionally, Locke believed that the most essential
human law of nature is the preservation of mankind. To serve that purpose, Locke argues,
individuals have both a right and a duty to preserve their own lives. Thus, according to the
natural law of “self-preservation,” if slavery was removed, the dogs of war would be unleashed,
and “justice” would be done.?® It was Locke’s interpretation of natural law that caused Jefferson
to name him alongside Francis Bacon and Sir Isaac Newton as “my trinity of the three greatest
men the world had ever produced.”?%

Like Jefferson, Locke’s legacy on the contradictory principle of slavery and natural rights
is murky. Locke describes slavery as “so vile and miserable an Estate of Man, and so directly
opposite to the generous Temper and Courage of our Nation; that 'tis hardly to be conceived, that

an Englishman, much less a Gentleman, should plead for’t.”?" Caroline Cundiff writes in her

293 Thomas Jefferson to Thomas B. Parker, 15 May 1819.

2% John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1988), 17.
2% Emmerich de Vattel, The Law of Nations or the Principles of Natural Law Applied to the Conduct and to the
Affairs of Nations and of Sovereigns, trans. Charles G. Fenwick (1785; rep., 3 vols., Washington, DC, 1916), I, 1.
2% Thomas Jefferson to Benjamin Rush, 16 January 1811.

297 John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, 14.



76

dissertation that as more archival evidence became available on the foundations of Carolina,
documents revealed how Locke was involved in the creation of the colony, specifically in his
correspondence with the Lord Proprietors and their colleagues and in his composition of the
Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina. These colonial documents describe the founding
principles of Carolina, including the practice of slavery and the extent of rights provided to
enslavers and enslaved. Scholars noticed the initial inconsistency of this practice because Locke
outwardly believed that slavery was “vile and miserable.”?%

Yet, this is not to suggest Locke was against slavery, believing that it should be as a form
of punishment for crimes committed where no central political authority or justice system exists.
If a victim of an assault is entitled to take his attacker's life in self-defense, Locke reasoned, he
must also be entitled to take his attacker's liberty.?®® However, Locke’s support of the
enslavement of the Native Americans demonstrates that he was perhaps more supportive of
slavery than he is given credit for. In his Second Treatise, Locke developed a natural law theory
that explained and justified slavery because of just war. Slavery was the condition of total
servitude for an unjust aggressor taken captive in war.

Locke was well versed in the Transatlantic Slave Trade due to his time in the New
World, often endorsing sources of intelligence about slavery, such as the raids, capture, and
trading of enslaved Native Americans.?®® Within Two Treaties, Locke routinely expressed a
profound prejudice against Native American society, culture, and right to land. His writings
cannot be separated from the justification of imperialist activities, as the early chapters of his

work are, in fact, theorized to have “cast the template for imperial possession in the New

2% Caroline Cundiff, "Slavery in Thought and Action: Reconciling the Duality of John Locke," Order No.
28491529, Arizona State University, 2021.
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World.”®! From here, it would appear that Locke did not believe that these uncivilized people
were not endowed with natural rights, which is where Jefferson once again diverts from Locke’s
philosophy, believing that the Native Americans would be able to assimilate into his nation,
unlike the enslaved blacks.

But Jefferson did agree with Locke’s view of society that government is erected “for the
regulating and preserving of property, and of employing the force of the community in the
execution of such laws.”**? Once a man is subject to a government or civil society, that
individual has a duty to preserve and contribute to the overall commonwealth. If blacks were to
be emancipated, could they contribute to society? In Jefferson’s mind, the answer was no,
believing “to abandon persons whose habits have been formed in slavery is like abandoning

% €¢

children.””3®® The best Jefferson could hope for regarding the blacks’ “entrapped nation” was his
colonization plan that would provide “an asylum to which we can, by degrees, send the whole of
that population from among us, and establish them under our patronage and protection, as a
separate, free and independent people, in some country and climate-friendly to human life and
happiness.”3%

In June 1775, Jefferson was nominated to the Second Continental Congress in
Philadelphia. He was one of the most outraged over Lord Dunmore’s actions in November 1775,
which created significant unrest in Virginia. These actions marked the culmination of over a year

of agitation among slaves, threats from whigs, and growing desperation among British officials.

Seven months earlier, a group of slaves, who were attuned to the Governor's situation had
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78

offered their services in exchange for freedom. This echoed a supposed plot from two years
prior, where slaves in Williamsburg were accused of meeting to choose a leader “who was to
conduct them when the English troops should arrive--, which they foolishly thought would be
very soon and that by revolting to them they should be rewarded with their freedom.””*%

At that time, Dunmore was not ready to give up hope of reconciling outspoken rebels
with the British Empire, so he hesitated. However, after patriots paraded with torches in front of
the Governor's palace in response to his secret removal of gunpowder in April, Dunmore
privately reconsidered the idea of using slaves against the rebels. Finally, seven months later,
Dunmore did what everyone had long expected, issuing a declaration on November 7, 1775,
stating that “all indentured servants, Negroes, or others (those associating with Rebels) who are
able and willing to bear arms may join His Majesty's Troops” and be considered free.3%

Furious over Dunmore’s actions, the Continental Congress implored Virginia to “resist
Dunmore to the utmost.”*”” Washington, fully aware of the potential consequences of Dunmore's
statements, cautioned that “If that man, Dunmore, is not crushed before the Spring, he will
become the most dangerous man in America. His strength will increase like a snowball running
downhill.”%® The panic sparked by Dunmore's proclamation was so intense that it drove many

slaveholders and non-slaveholders closer to rebellion.®® For instance, the militia commander

who apprehended Thomas Cotton declared to his men that “[Royal Governor Josiah] Martin and
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his damned officers will set the Negroes on to kill us.”3'° Even members of Parliament, among
them Edmund Burke, either criticized Dunmore's actions or expressed anxious murmurs about
their potential consequences.®™

As expected, the most vehement reactions to Dunmore's proclamation were directed at
the slaves themselves. A fortnight after Dunmore's announcement, a contributor to the Virginia
Gazette conveyed to the slaves that Dunmore's true intentions were not to grant them freedom
but to sell them in the West Indies. The warning stated that “should there be any amongst the
Negroes weak enough to believe that Dunmore intends to do them a kindness, and wicked
enough to provoke the fury of the Americans against their defenceless fathers and mothers, their
wives, their women, and children... they must expect to suffer if they fall into the hands of the
Americans.”**2 However, it was not Dunmore but the authorities in Virginia who initiated large-
scale sales of escaped slaves to the West Indies. Similar measures were adopted in the Carolinas
and Georgia in the early months of 1775 as patriot governments sought a solution to both isolate
“those dangerous Negroes among us” and compensate slaveholders.*'

Despite the well-known risks and heightened vigilance within the white population,
Dunmore's promise of freedom triggered an initial trickle and later a surge of slaves heading
toward British encampments along the coast. Faced with this situation, British leaders began to
provide shelter for the arriving slaves and engaged them in limited military activities wherever

possible. In the vicinity of Charleston, small groups of black foragers launched raids on

plantations and whig outposts, operating from a cramped base on Sullivan's Island outside the
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1886-1914), 129.

311 For concern with Dunmore’s proclamation within Britain, see Sylvia Frey, Water from the Rock, 70-1.

312 Virginia Gazette (Williamsburg), November 25, 1775.

313 See, for instance, R. F. Walker, et. al., ed., Calendar of Virginia State Papers, and Other Manuscripts
(Richmond: J.H. O’Bannon, 1875-93), 79.



80

harbor. Governor Wright of Georgia adopted a similar strategy, utilizing the growing number of
slaves on Tybee Island outside Savannah for similar operations. Some affluent loyalists took
individual measures to safeguard their positions and defend against armed militias. For instance,
Wright's brothers outside Savannah took the unprecedented step of arming their own slaves to
repel Whig bands.®** In Virginia, Dunmore organized at least 300 male slaves, out of the more
than 2,000 who had reached him, into what he called his “Ethiopian Regiment.” The sight of
their former slaves dressed in military uniforms bearing the revolutionary slogan “Liberty to
SLAVES” must have provoked strong reactions among white Virginians.31®

As previously explained, Jefferson’s condemnation of slavery during the revolution era
was not unique as many of the founders, such as the Virginians previously mentioned, both
publicly and privately criticized the institution.3!® One president of the Continental Congress and
slaveholder, Henry Laurens, writes, “You know, my dear son. I abhor slavery.”317 His sentiments
were echoed by William Pinkney in a speech before the Maryland House of Delegates, “It will
not do thus to talk like philosophers and act like unrelenting tyrants; to be perpetually
sermonizing it with liberty for our text, and actual oppression for our commentary.”3!8

Many founders recognized the incompatibility of slavery and free government, yet they
accepted it as a form of inheritance or tradition, as explained by Hobsbawm. Instead, they, like

Jefferson, blamed the British for the colonies’ role in the institution. It was common for colonists

among, not just the North but also the South, to express regret for its existence. However, as the
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315 The best discussion of Dunmore’s actions remains Benjamin Quarles’s “Lord Dunmore as Liberator,” 494-507, a
version of which appears as chapter three in his Negro in the American Revolution.

318 Thomas G. West, Vindicating the Founders: Race, Sex, Class, and Justice in the Origins of America (Lanham,
Maryland: Rowan & Littlefield Publishers, 1997), xiii.

317 Henry Laurens, 4 South Carolina Protest Against Slavery (New York, 1861), 20.

318 Pinkney, Speech in the House of Delegates of Maryland, 8.
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spirit of Revolution swept the nation, Jefferson’s priorities shifted. This clout within the
Burgesses allowed Jefferson to voice his views on slavery, and he used that voice as a clarion
call to separate from the King. On the other hand, if Jefferson put his principle into practice and
freed his property, he would have lost his wealth and then have no power. Regardless of what
Jefferson’s principles claimed to be, emancipation was not a priority; separation from England
was.

Jefferson’s original draft of the Declaration of Independence provides more insight into
his mentality on the matter. When Jefferson arrived as a Virginia delegate to the Second
Continental Congress, fighting had already broken out at Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill
between the colonists and British troops. Not long after he arrived in Philadelphia, Congress
designated him to write a document justifying why the colonists had taken up arms against
England. As a student of Locke, believing he was one of the most influential men who ever
lived, Jefferson was heavily influenced by his work in his draft. When he completed his draft and
submitted it to Congress, they changed little of the first paragraphs.

However, there were problems seen with his last sections of the draft. Within his original
writing, Jefferson wrote that:

He [George IIl] has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating its most

sacred rights of life & liberty in the persons of a distant people who never offended him,

captivating & carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere, or to incur miserable
death in their transportation thither. This piratical warfare, the opprobrium

of infidel powers, is the warfare of the Christian king of Great Britain. Determined to

keep open a market where MEN should be bought & sold, he has prostituted his negative

for suppressing every legislative attempt to prohibit or to restrain this execrable
commerce: and that this assemblage of horrors might want no fact of distinguished die,
he is now exciting those very people to rise in arms among us, and to purchase that
liberty of which he has deprived them, & murdering the people upon whom he also

obtruded them; thus paying off former crimes committed against the liberties of one
people, with crimes which he urges them to commit against the lives of another.>*®

31° Boyd, ed., The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 426.
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This section is particularly interesting because of the grammar Jefferson chose. Why was the
word ‘men’ capitalized? No other word in the entire draft is capitalized, so the word must have a
deeper meaning for Jefferson, that blacks were not chattel but were men deserving the same
natural rights as other men.

Additionally, Jefferson attacked the Christian King of “piratical warfare”: taking people
who had done nothing to offend him and transporting them like livestock to America. While the
King did not introduce slavery to America, Jefferson makes the point that the King could have
put an end to the transplantation of Blacks, but he “prostituted his negative,” meaning he had
failed to utilize any of the potentially numerous legislative chances to abolish or even reduce
slave trading. This brings about an unspoken argument Jefferson implies. Jefferson suggests that
because the King allowed the institution that strips men of their natural rights to thrive and did
nothing to stop or diminish the power of said institution, he must, therefore, support the
institution. And while the colonists themselves held slaves, the King’s actions subjected them to
slavery through exploits and intrusions. Therefore, there are two categories of slaves: the
colonists, who are denied the same rights as other British citizens, possibly due to their
transplantation, and the enslaved Blacks brought to the colonies, who are considered the property
of the colonists or slaves themselves.

Then Jefferson denounced the King for continuing the slave trade, while he
simultaneously attacked him for offering freedom to slaves who joined the British in fighting the
American rebels, again contradicting himself. Jefferson directly references Dunmore’s actions in
his paragraph, “he is now exciting those very people to rise in arms among us, and to purchase
that liberty of which he has deprived them, & murdering the people upon whom he also obtruded

them.” This could be why Jefferson changed his understanding of natural or inalienable rights
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from life, liberty, and property to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Historians have
differing views as to the reason Jefferson changed Locke’s wording.®?° Jefferson never used
Locke’s famous expression, not in A Summary View, the Declaration of the Causes, nor in the
Declaration of Independence.

The sentiment Jefferson used within the Declaration echoed a similar emotion of an anti-
slavery poem by William Shenstone. Jefferson had copied the poem into his Memorandum book
in 1771, dubbing it “Inscription for An African Slave.” It is worth noting the verses Jefferson
chose to copy, with one depicting how Africans were “unjustly ripped from their homeland and
made to toil for others in a foreign land.”®?! It is quite clear that, based on the number of words in
the paragraph and compared to Jefferson’s other grievances against the King, no other grievance
comes close to the 168 words, demonstrating the strength of Jefferson’s conviction on the matter.
The placement of the passage at the end of his list of grievances indicates that Jefferson believed

this to be his coup de grace.

Jefferson’s Views for Independence

There is a clear symmetry between Jefferson’s words in the Declaration and his words
from A Summary View. Both documents present the belief that there was “no conceivable
reason” (4 Summary View) why the king kept “an open market where men should be bought and
sold” (Declaration). Near the conclusion of 4 Summary View, Jefferson argues that free people
obtain their freedom from the sacred rights found in nature, and those rights are not a gift from

any government. Jefferson routinely uses the word “sacred” to describe these rights, using them

320 John Chester Miller argues that Jefferson dropped the right to property from his list of natural rights to ensure
that there was no implication that there was an endorsement for slavery by the Americans. He argued that by
Jefferson omitting the word property, the Declaration of Independence could be used for emancipation. See John
Chester Miller, The Wolf by the Ears: Thomas Jefferson and Slavery (United Kingdom: Free Press, 1977), 17.
321 Gordon-Reed, “Thomas Jefferson and St. George Tucker, 24.
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in both the Declaration and 4 Summary View. These rights limit the authority of the government,
and in this instance, especially that of the King. A Summary View is, therefore, an introduction to
the Declaration. What 4 Summary View declares indirectly, the Declaration asserts explicitly.
Within 4 Summary View, many of the ideas and expressions of the Declaration are repeated. It
no less than the Declaration affirms a timeless truth that God, and Nature’s God, gave us life and
liberty, and these gifts ought not to be torn asunder by man.>?? Thus, by Jefferson linking slaves
to a “distant people,” he was advocating that they possessed the same natural rights as
everyone.3%3

Ultimately, Jefferson’s paragraph on slavery was removed by the other delegates: the
Northerners who benefited financially from the slave trade and the aristocratic Southerners who
did not wish to condemn the institution in such harsh language.3?* Jefferson expressed his
disapproval that the excised passage was not included in the final draft within his notes on the
Continental Congress:

The clause..., reprobating the enslaving of the inhabitants of Africa, was struck out in

complaisance to South Carolina & Georgia, who had never attempted to restrain the

importation of slaves, and who on the contrary still wished to continue it. Our Northern
brethren also, I believe, felt a little tender under those censures; for tho’ their people have
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very few slaves themselves, yet they had been pretty considerable carriers of them to
others.3?°

Every leading Founder believed, or “acknowledged,” that slavery was wrong.3?® But, the
self-interest reasons of the North, being traffickers in slaves, and that of the South, importers of
slaves, allowed the objections of Georgia and South Carolina for one primary reason: the greater
good. Perhaps the better word for the actions of the Founders’ compromises with the slave states
is ‘prudence,’ the practical wisdom to make decisions that served the greater good and avoided
greater evils. As previously explained, many of the Founders were clearly against the slavery
institution, but the primary objective at the time was forming a union, not abolition. If the
colonies instead pushed for abolition, the Union would have been fractured, leading to the
conquest of the newly constructed United States. As noted, the crown had a commercial interest
in slavery; therefore, slavery would have been more secure in defeat rather than begrudgingly
accepted by the young nation. Many modern scholars and historians have expressed much
anxiety over slavery because the Founding seemed to secure it. However, according to Herbert
Storing:

Some concessions to slavery were thought to be necessary in order to secure the Union,

with its promise of a broad and long-lasting foundation for freedom; the problem was to

make the minimum concessions consistent with that end, to express them in language that

would not sanction slavery, and so far as possible to avoid blotting a free Constitution
with the stain of slavery.®?’

When Jefferson returned from the Continental Congress in 1776, he immediately met
with the Virginia legislature to discuss Virginia’s future. Just before Jefferson drafted the
Declaration of Independence, he also prepared a draft of a constitution for Virginia:

I was then at Philadelphia with Congress; and knowing that the Convention of Virginia
was engaged in forming a plan of government, I turned my mind to the same subject, and

325 Thomas Jefferson, “Notes on Debates in Congress” (2—4 July 1776).
326 West, Vindicating the Founders, xiii.
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drew a sketch or outline of a Constitution, with a preamble, which I sent to Mr.
Pendleton, president of the convention, on the mere possibility that it might suggest
something worth incorporation into that before the Convention.3?

Within this draft, Jefferson expressed his core political philosophies, especially concerning
slavery, “The General assembly shall not have the power to ... permit the introduction of any
more slaves to reside in this state, or the continuance of slavery beyond the generation which
shall be living on December 31, 1800; all persons born after that day being hereby declared
free.”3%9

Unfortunately, Jefferson submitted his draft to the assembly too late; they had already
discussed, modified, and ratified a draft written by George Mason. However, despite this
setback, Jefferson’s preamble, containing an extensive catalog of grievances aimed at George IlI,
was incorporated and appended to the Constitution.>® It is also worth noting that this proposed
constitution was rather liberal for its time, encouraging broad suffrage for equal distribution of
representation. Any male who owned 1/4 acre of land or who paid “scot and lot” taxes for two
years was eligible to vote.®3! This is critical as the text mentions nothing of race, thus implying
Jefferson could have been okay with freed blacks voting.

From there, Jefferson “moved and presented a bill” that “reviewed, adapted to our

republican form of government, and, now that we had no negatives of Councils, Governors, &
Kings to restrain us from doing right, that it should be corrected, in all it’s parts, with a single

eye to reason.”**2 By this point, Jefferson had already openly argued on two separate occasions

that it was the king’s “Royal negative” that prevented Virginians from being able to end the slave
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trade. So, it would be logical to assume slavery was just as much of an issue as voting rights,
inheritance laws, and public education. Jefferson was appointed the head of a committee—that
also comprised Wythe, Edmund Pendleton, George Mason, and Thomas L. Lee—to revise
Virginia laws.33 Jefferson took up Mason and Lee’s work portions when they both excused
themselves due to their inexperience with law, making the finished project designed
overwhelmingly by Jefferson and Wythe’s philosophies as Jefferson depended on Wythe’s
wisdom and knowledge of his draft laws, asking his old mentor “scrupulously to examine and
correct” them. 33

There were two major pieces of anti-slavery legislation which involved Jefferson during
this time. The first was in 1778 when the Virginia Assembly acted on whether to ban the
importation of slaves. Now, there has been discussion among scholars regarding whether
Jefferson truly did write the anti-trade bill as he claimed due to the complexity of the bill’s
legislative history and Jefferson's misremembering. When he reflected on the bill in his
autobiography, Jefferson remembered that “this subject was not acted on finally until the year
’78, when I brought in a bill to prevent their further importation. This passed without opposition
and stopped the increase of the evil [slavery] by importation, leaving to future efforts its final
eradication.”3%
However, when the bill was proposed in 1777, it was opposed, and when a modified

version was eventually passed in 1778, Jefferson was not even present at the time. On the other

hand, the editorial note in Jefferson’s Notes concludes that he was most likely the original author
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of the 1777 bill that was altered and then resubmitted to the Assembly in 1778. It can be
reasonable to assume Jefferson did write the bill, as it was common for him to draft a bill that
would then be finished by other people, especially common with James Madison (Jefferson did
not take credit for other people’s work) and, more so, given his already outspoken nature on the
slave trade, but just neglected the other details for his autobiography four decades later.>*

The bill went into immediate effect, banning both foreign and domestic slave trades;
anyone in violation of it faced severe penalties, and slaves that were traded illegally were given
their freedom. As usual with scholars, there is debate over the reason Virginians passed the bill,
believing that they wanted to increase the prices of Virginian-born slaves or that they truly
wanted to eradicate slavery eventually. Ending the slave trade would be a natural precursor to the
eventual eradication of the institution. Matthew Mason contended that “most Northerners trusted
that slavery would effortlessly disappear once they abolished the slave trade and hoped it would
keep to itself in the meantime.”

On the other hand, southern states believed this was a precautionary measure for
population control over a possibly homicidal population.®*” Either way, a ban on slave imports
was approved by the Assembly because there was a demand for it. Whether there was also a
demand for ending the slave trade as a whole is an entirely different matter.3* Jefferson

pleasantly reflected in his notes that the law “will in some measure stop the increase of this great
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political and moral evil, while the minds of our citizens may be ripening for a complete
emancipation of human nature.”*

Together, Jefferson and his mentor Wythe cowrote Bill 51, concerning slave laws and
other issues pertaining to the welfare of Blacks in Virginia, which Jefferson had depicted as “a
mere digest of the existing laws . . . without any intimation of a plan for future and general
emancipation.”®* The bill begins, “Be it enacted by the General Assembly, that no persons shall,
henceforth, be slaves within this commonwealth, except such as were so on the first day of this
present session of Assembly, and the descendants of the females of them.” The sentiment is that
no more slaves, on the passing of the bill, will be admitted into the state. The writing, as it were,
was already on the wall.

From 1620, when slaves were first introduced to North America, to 1700, some 21,000
slaves were imported; from 1701 to 1760, the number rose nine-fold (189,000); and from 1761 to
1770, the drop was two-thirds (63,000).3*! Additionally, the bill read that “Negroes and
mullattoes which shall hereafter be brought into this commonwealth and kept therein one whole
year, together, or so long at different times as shall amount to one year, shall be free.” While
Jefferson endeavored to portray the bill as emancipation, Bill 51 more accurately permitted
voluntary manumission and the end of the slave trade.3*? This is shown with the proviso
emancipating slaves:

It shall not be lawful for any person to emancipate a slave but by deed executed, proved

and recorded as is required by law in the case of a conveyance of goods and chattels, on

consideration not deemed valuable in law, or by last will and testament, and with the free
consent of such slave, expressed in presence of the court of the county wherein he
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resides: And if such slave, so emancipated, shall not within one year thereafter, depart the
commonwealth, he shall be out of the protection of the laws. All conditions, restrictions
and limitations annexed to any act of emancipation shall be void from the time such
emancipation is to take place.>*3
The remainder of the bill was rather conservative regarding the behavior and treatment of blacks
compared to previous legislation. There were restrictions on the rights of blacks, such as
limitations on acting as witnesses, requiring passes to leave their owner's premises, prohibition of
keeping arms, and “Riots, routs, unlawful assemblies, trespasses and seditious speeches by a
negro or mulatto shall be punished with stripes at the discretion of a Justice of the Peace; and he
who will, may apprehend and carry him before such Justice.”®** Jefferson felt his approach had
to be moderate because it would be a “bold measure” to “abrogate our whole system.”3*
However, this bill was never submitted to the legislature; Jefferson was overseas in
France during the debate. Jefferson believed the real reason it was not submitted was that “the

public mind would not yet bear the proposition,”3*°

and the remaining committee members
dreaded that “an unsuccessful effort . . . would only rivet still closer the chains of bondage, and
retard the moment of delivery to this oppressed description of men.”3*” Jefferson, who had
already been exposed to the ‘public mind’ by the delegates of South Carolina and Georgia over
his passage on slavery within the Declaration, later expressed his frustration:
What a stupendous, what an incomprehensible machine is man! Who can endure toil,
famine, stripes, imprisonment & death itself in vindication of his own liberty, and the
next moment be deaf to all those motives whose power supported him thro’ his trial, and

inflict on his fellow men a bondage, one hour of which is fraught with more misery than
ages of that which he rose in rebellion to oppose.>*3
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Therefore, the bill that the legislature passed lacked a clear roadmap for emancipation but
instead focused on curbing the influx of free blacks into Virginia, stating that any free blacks
coming into Virginia “of their own accord shall be out of the protection of the laws.”**° It is from
this that some historians have speculated that while the passed bill was intended by Jefferson to
eventually eradicate slavery in Virginia, the limitations it placed on providing more stock was a
good start. 30 However, it would also be disingenuous to presume that Jefferson believed his
efforts prevented the increasing number of slaves, as the opposite was occurring; slaves in the
South continued to dramatically increase from the time the slave trade ended in 1808 until
slavery ended over fifty years later.>%

This was part of the delicate balance that Jefferson quickly learned he must maintain with
his idealistic emancipation efforts and the reality of the ‘public mind.” The rising tensions
between the British and the Colonists had bled over to the slaveholders and slaves when the
British promised them freedom in exchange for siding with the British. In 1775, Virginia
Governor Patrick Henry wrote that an “early and unremitting Attention to the Government of the
SLAVES” could preserve “the public Safety,” and in each colony, “Constant, and well-directed
Patrols” were made a growing urgency.**2 What followed next was officials from Richmond
spending a third of 1776 expenditure of 19,000 pounds of tobacco on patrols, a three-fold
increase from a few years before.3®® The state governments had become so paranoid that they

implemented cash bounties for “the head of every such slave-making Resistance” and became
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more liberal with their compensation for owners of murdered and executed slaves.®* Had
Jefferson continued to push his idealistic abolitionist agenda that he began with 4 Summary

View, he would have been removed from his position within the Continental Congress.

Jefferson’s Educational System

Slavery was the sphinx, or the riddle, of Jefferson’s life that he constantly struggled to
solve. Following the American Revolution, the nation was in a fragile infant state. The role of
government was still being debated, the role of states was still being decided, and the institution
of slavery only caused further tension and debate. While Jefferson’s thoughts on slavery were
quickly made well known through his pamphlet, 4 Summary View, his views on education were
made known not long after with his 1778 Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge.
Under Bill 79, all free Virginian children should, therefore, receive a basic education, which, for
Jefferson and Wythe, constituted moral principles, along with reading, writing, and arithmetic. It
also constituted scholarships so that many could attend higher grammar schools. Plantation
owners paid the taxes in Virginia, and they could not understand why they should foot the bill to
send poor children to school. Without their backing, no bill could pass the General Assembly.
Jefferson, undeterred, reflected to his mentor Wythe that “by far the most important bill in our
whole code is that for the diffusion of knowledge among the people. No other sure foundation
can be devised for the preservation of freedom and happiness.”3>®
In his plan, Jefferson explained that he believed an educated public was so critical for the

protection of individual rights and to maintain democracy that it should be at the taxpayers’

expense. Later, in the same letter to Wythe, he wrote,
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Preach, my dear Sir, a crusade against ignorance; establish and improve the law for
educating the common people. Let our countrymen know that the people alone can
protect us against these evils, and that the tax which will be paid for this purpose is not
more than the thousandth part to what will be paid to kings, priests, and nobles who will
rise up among us if we leave the people in ignorance.>*

There were two key messages in this statement to Wythe. To begin with, Jefferson emphasized
the necessity of educating the public to prevent tyranny and maintain democracy. Additionally,
Jefferson advocated for funding education through public taxation while expecting opposition
from the Virginia legislature. Jefferson concluded that many legislators would be reluctant to
explain these additional taxes to their constituents. Yet, Jefferson was attempting to demonstrate
how public education was in everyone’s best interest. In a letter to Virginian statesman Edward
Carrington, Jefferson wrote, “I am persuaded myself that the good sense of the people will
always be found to be the best army. They may be led astray for a moment but will soon correct
themselves. The people are the only censors of their governors.”®®” Here, Jefferson emphasizes
that the wisdom of the people would always serve as the most effective safeguard; even if they
were temporarily swayed, they would correct themselves, reinforcing the role of education as a
vital component of the political process.

Jefferson’s model of education is one of the fundamental aspects of his character. The
“more” in the title of the bill suggests that Jefferson did not intend to stop the expansion of
education with just Virginia and planned on expanding it throughout the country. So, what
exactly was Jefferson’s educational philosophy? How was Jefferson’s view of it molded? Prior
to the mid-twentieth century, many historians viewed Jefferson as the direct heir of John Locke

in the areas of politics and education.®®® Locke’s influence over Jefferson has been heavily
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discussed within this chapter, but it also extended to Jefferson’s philosophy of education. In his
seminal work, Some Thoughts Concerning Education, Locke wrote about the importance of self-
discipline, a pedagogy that focused on the individual child and the need for character and moral
development. 3>

However, there was a shift among historians in the 1980s on whether Jefferson was truly
Locke’s heir regarding property rights and education. Historian David Post writes, “Historians,
in reacting to this view of Jefferson as Locke’s direct heir, have widened our understanding of
Jeffersonian thought.”%® According to Post, since Locke believed that moral development was
the most critical aspect of education, it followed that Locke would advise gentlemen to give their
sons a private education. Jefferson, on the other hand, believed that everyone possessed an
inherent moral capacity, which led him to view property and education quite differently from
Locke. For Jefferson, an enlightened and literate citizenry was beneficial to all of society;
therefore, education was seen as the responsibility of the state.**! Instead, it is now being
suggested that Jefferson developed his educational philosophy from the Scottish Enlightenment.
This would not be unlikely as the anti-slavery thoughts of Francis Hutcheson, dubbed the “Father
of Scottish Enlightenment,” can be found in Jefferson’s work, as explained in Chapter 1.362

Jefferson’s entire philosophy of education was centered around securing happiness for
the citizens, the summum bonum of life. The key to this was for the “public mind” to be

educated. Jefferson believed that if the State could not educate virtuous citizens who would work
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hard for their republic, then corruption would come easily. “Experience had shewn, even under
the best forms, those entrusted with power have, in time ... perverted into tyranny.”3% This is
something Jefferson expresses in a letter to his friend Colonel Charles Yancey in 1816, “If a
nation expects to be ignorant and free, in a state of civilization,” wrote Jefferson, “it expects
what never was and never will be.”*®* To Jefferson, education and personal liberty were
inextricably linked.

Within Jefferson’s mind, education formed the basis of the art of government, so it
should be activated on the level of the individual. At the primary school level, students would
learn arithmetic, reading, and writing, as well as “moral improvement” lessons.*®® Following
three years of such education, distinct from the religious teachings of the Anglican Church,
students were expected to progress for six more years in grammar schools designed to cater to a
more “elite” group of learners. These grammar schools focused on instructing students in ancient
languages, including Hebrew, Latin, and Greek. Subsequently, higher education institutions
emerged, targeting exceptionally gifted students for further educational advancement.

Students should receive an education that aligns with their training in republicanism.
Beyond acquiring knowledge in arts and sciences, they should also be equipped with moral
values. Consequently, Jefferson's educational vision included providing moral instruction at the
primary level. This is further explained in a letter to fellow Virginian John Tyler, with Jefferson
explaining, “I have indeed two great measures at heart, without which no republic can maintain
itself in strength: 1. That of general education, to enable every man to judge for himself what

will secure or endanger his freedom, 2. To divide every county into hundreds, of such size that
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all the children of each [county] will be within reach of a central school in it.”**® Eventually,
Jefferson wanted the best and the brightest students to attend William and Mary College, just as
he had done. Unfortunately, from Jefferson’s standpoint, the leaders at the college were reluctant
to make needed alterations to advance the university program. This led him to begin a crusade to
create a university that would eventually become the University of Virginia.
Jefferson outlined his plan for a public educational system to John Adams:
This [Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge] proposed to divide every
county into wards of 5 or 6 miles square, like your townships; to establish in each ward a
free school for reading, writing and common arithmetic; to provide for the annual
selection of the best subjects from these schools who might receive at the public expense
a higher degree of education at a district school; and from these district schools to select a
certain number of the most promising subjects to be completed at an University, where
all the useful sciences should be taught. Worth and genius would thus have been sought

out from every condition of life, and completely prepared by education for defeating the
competition of wealth and birth for public trusts.3¢’

Jefferson clearly outlines his philosophical thought in this brief passage. In basing the structure
on divisions within counties, Jefferson was attempting to ensure that schools would remain under
local authority and control. In addition, in noting the selection of the best subjects for further
studies, he was acknowledging talents and abilities over social status. Jefferson specifically
desired to seek out “geniuses” who would be the ones to lead the country. This public education,
in Jefferson’s mind, should be paid for through taxation of the general population. Jefferson’s
reference to the “useful sciences” has a dual meaning. On one level, it is an indication of the
curriculum that he wanted to see employed at the university level; however, it had a deeper
meaning in that it was also an allusion to the improvements he believed were needed in the entire

American university system.

366 Jefferson to John Tyler, May 26, 1810.
367 Jefferson to John Adams, October 13, 1813.



97

Jefferson’s system of education was to be structured into three layers based on the life of
the individual. In a letter to Peter Carr, Jefferson explained the first layer: elementary schools,

Elementary Schools. It is highly interesting to our country, and it is the duty of its
functionaries to provide that every citizen in it should receive an education proportioned
to the condition and pursuits of his life. The mass of our citizens may be divided into two
classes—the laboring and the learned. The laboring will need the first grade of education
to qualify them for their pursuits and duties; the learned will need it as a foundation for
further acquirements. %

This passage demonstrates two noteworthy aspects. The first sentence clearly underscores
Jefferson’s emphasis on government-backed public education. Throughout the rest of the letter,
Jefferson explicitly conveyed that an individual’s education would be determined by their chosen
life trajectory. Jefferson made a clear distinction between a laboring class and the intellectual
elite. Nonetheless, in Jefferson’s model, all students would receive at least a basic level of

education. Jefferson explained the second layer:

General Schools. At the discharging of the pupils from the elementary schools, the two
classes separate—those destined for labor will engage in the business of agriculture, or
enter into apprenticeships to such handicraft art as may be their choice; their companions,
destined to the pursuits of science, will proceed to the college, which will consist, 1st of
general schools; and, 2d, of professional schools. The general schools will constitute the
second grade of education. The learned class may still be subdivided into two sections: 1,
Those who are destined for learned professions, as means of livelihood; and, 2, the
wealthy, who, possessing independent fortunes, may aspire to share in conducting the
affairs of the nation, or to live with usefulness and respect in the private ranks of life.
Both of these sections will require instruction in all the higher branches of science; the
wealthy to qualify them for either public or private life; the professional section will need
those branches, especially, which are the basis of their future profession, and a general
knowledge of the others, as auxiliary to that, and necessary to their standing and
association with the scientific class.®®

According to Jefferson’s model, those aspiring to professional careers progress to the
stage of general education. In several private letters and public statements, Jefferson consistently

emphasized his belief that the most talented should be identified from all segments of society and
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groomed as future leaders. Individuals would merit positions of authority based on their merit
and not birth status or wealth. Nevertheless, in this particular passage, Jefferson appeared to
acknowledge that political leadership might still be predominantly held by the affluent.
Notwithstanding, both educational tracks would receive more advanced scientific instruction,
helping to prepare them for their respective roles within society. The last and final layer was the

university level:

At the close of this course [general physics], the students separate; the wealthy retiring,
with a sufficient stock of knowledge, to improve themselves to any degree to which their
views may lead them, and the professional section to the professional schools,
constituting the third grade of education, and teaching the particular sciences which the
individuals of this section mean to pursue, with more minuteness and detail than was
within the scope of the general schools for the second grade of instruction. In these
professional schools, each science is to be taught in the highest degree it had yet
attained.3°

This is the tier of education designed for cultivating the professional class and prospective
political leaders. Here, students would receive a more comprehensive general education in the
sciences compared to the lower tiers, along with specialized instruction and practical training in
their chosen fields. Jefferson's goal was to establish a profoundly educated elite capable of
assuming leadership roles in politics and industry in the years to come.

Apart from the political dimension of public education, Jefferson also advocated for its
emphasis on economic matters. Jefferson acknowledged the importance of intellectual learning
and knowledge but stressed the need for vocational training so that citizens were equipped to
participate in the economic development of the nation. In a letter to Peter Carr, Jefferson
explained,

At the discharging of pupils from elementary schools, the two classes separate—those

destined for labor will engage in the business of agriculture, or enter into apprenticeships
to such handicraft art as may be their choice; their companions, destined for the pursuits
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of science, will proceed to the college, which will consist, 1st of general schools; and,
2nd, of professional schools.3"

This passage visibly illustrates the practical aspect of Jefferson’s educational plan. He
recognized that certain individuals would require only a rudimentary level of education for
careers, such as farming, while others were ordained for advanced inclinations, such as law,
medicine, or politics. “The function of the university, in Jefferson’s eyes,” according to Gordon
C. Lee, “was that of training men for the particular professions of law, medicine, or engineering,
and for scientific pursuits—and of preparing them to assume positions of leadership in
society.”3"2
Jefferson thought that leaders in the country needed to be groomed and viewed public
education as a method to achieve that objective. Simultaneously, Jefferson emphasized the
significance of imparting basic economic knowledge to every citizen, regardless of their
profession. Part of Jefferson’s objectives for education involved the wish “to give to every
citizen the information he needs for the transaction of his own business; to enable him to
calculate for himself, and to express and preserve his ideas, his contracts and accounts, in writing
.33 His objectives also included “to harmonize and promote the interests of agriculture,
manufactures, and commerce, and by well-informed views of political economy, to give a free
scope to the public industry.”®’* The public educational system in America needed to prioritize
the economic wellbeing of the nation to ensure that it would continue to flourish. To achieve this,

every citizen, based on their societal role, should be equipped with the essential tools to

contribute to a thriving economy.
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But why was Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge so important in the realm
of slavery? One of Jefferson’s principles of republicanism meant that “a democratic, majority
decision was absolutely necessary before the existing legal order and the property rights in slaves
that it secured were overturned.”®”® As Jefferson demonstrated with, “the public mind would not
yet bear the proposition,” he also believed that “[a]ny premature effort to interfere with the
institution would violate the fundamental rights of free citizens and jeopardize the progress of the
community as a whole toward a more enlightened understanding of its true collective
interests.”3® So, for the public to embrace emancipation, they must be educated. It was for this
reason that later in life, Jefferson decided that education was far more important than the
ownership of property as a major qualification for voting.3"’

This is one of the reasons Jefferson found his 1778 Bill for the More General Diffusion of
Knowledge to be so important. It was not just simply an educational bill; it was designed to be
the first steps necessary for the restructuring of Virginia’s aristocracy into a meritocracy. The bill
outlined a thorough, publicly funded education for “the people at large,” guaranteeing that the
next generation leaders of Virginia would come from all backgrounds based on their individual
“genius and virtue,” conferred by nature, regardless of their wealth or descent. Thus, to guarantee
equal opportunities, there must be free education. Jefferson believed that leaders “should be
rendered by liberal education worthy to receive, and able to guard the sacred deposit of the rights
and liberties of their fellow citizens”; “they should be called to that charge without regard to

wealth, birth or other accidental condition or circumstance.” And from there, they will be

educated in not only reading, writing, and arithmetic but also moral principles.3’®
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However, what is meant by moral principles? What was Jefferson’s understanding of
morality? John Chester Miller’s opinion of Jefferson’s morality ties into Jefferson embracing
“the idea of a moralistic unaversive and of inherent, rational, and moral constitutive parts of
human nature.”®’® Jefferson assumed the Creator made man a social being and thus able to live
according to “principles which are in concert with the reason of the supreme Mind.” Thus, in
contrast to reason, moral instinct was clearly preeminent in being able to distinguish between
right and wrong, justice and injustice.3®° Jefferson did not believe in an organized religion, as
“True religion is mortality.”®®! This coincides with what Jefferson had written in Notes on the
State of Virginia, stating that,

The first elements of morality too may be instilled into their minds; such as, when further

developed as their judgments advance in strength, may teach them how to work out their

own greatest happiness, by shewing them that it does not depend on the condition of life

in which chance has placed them, but is always the result of good conscience, good
health, occupation, and freedom in all just pursuits.38?

Jefterson acknowledged the potential benefits of moral instruction for both younger and
older children. He believed that a crucial objective at the elementary level was “to improve, by
reading, his [every citizen’s] morals and faculties.”®® Young children could be molded and
guided to proper behavior; however, moral education must endure throughout one’s educational
journey. Jefferson wanted education for older students to “develop the reasoning faculties of our
youth, enlarge their minds, cultivate their morals, and instill into them the precepts of virtue and
order.”®®* This training would prepare students to be productive citizens and help them in their

social relationships, which will enhance the individual and society and lead to true happiness.
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However, Jefferson did not believe that this morality was evenly distributed across class
and individuals, believing it to be weakest with the rich and politicians, the artificial aristocracy.
Instead, Jefferson believed that the moral sense could be invigorated through education, helping
people to always distinguish between right and wrong. Only men who could follow their moral
sense could be the leaders of the country and make critical political decisions.® These leaders
Jefferson sought were his natural aristocrats. “The object,” per Jefferson, “is to bring into action
that mass of talents which lies buried in poverty in every country, for want of the means of
development.”3

While Jefferson most prominently discusses his philosophy of natural versus artificial
aristocracy with John Adams during their correspondence during their retirement, his views of
the matter can be seen in his education bill. In one of his letters, Jefferson stated that “from every
condition of our people the natural aristocracy of talents & virtue” would come, and stressed the
need “of preparing by education, at the public expense, for the care of the public concerns.”%%
This is the core of Jefferson’s educational beliefs: Naturally talented aristocrats should be
educated for the public benefit and the continuance of the republic. While Jefferson certainly
believed that human beings did have equal rights, that does not mean everyone also had equal
intellectual capabilities. Education would provide equal opportunities to American men; the
more talented students, the natural aristocrats, would be selected to serve the republic.

Jefferson did not desire “an artificial aristocracy” that was “founded on wealth and birth,

without either virtue or talents; for with these, it would belong to the first class” to be the ones

running the government.®® Instead, Jefferson needed the natural aristocrats to be educated as:
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The natural aristocracy I consider as the most precious gift of nature for the instruction,
the trusts, and government of society. And indeed it would have been inconsistent in
creation to have formed man for the social state, and not to have provided virtue and
wisdom enough to manage the concerns of the society. May we not even say that that
form of government is the best which provides the most effectually for a pure selection of
these natural aristoi into the offices of government? The artificial aristocracy is a
mischievous ingredient in government, and provision should be made to prevent its
ascendancy.3%

There is much to dissect in this often-quoted passage of Jefferson. Jefferson clearly sees “natural
aristocracy” as an asset for the education, leadership, and governance of society, believing that
these select individuals’ inherent qualities would make them more suitable for leadership. In his
view, it would be illogical for human beings to be naturally created without key individuals born
with the inherent qualities of virtue and wisdom to effectively “manage the concerns of the
society” or, as previously stated, for people with inherent “principles which are in concert with
the reason of the supreme Mind.” It is critical to a well-functioning government for these
individuals to be in positions of power for the most virtuous society. Jefferson actively suggests a
meritocratic system for leadership roles specifically based on these qualities, such as morality.
These natural aristocrats would be chosen by the citizens themselves rather than selected by the
people in government.

When the “natural aristocracy” is combined with the principles expressed within Bill 79
and his reflection on the bill in his autobiography, there is a clear train of thought of how this
could lead to the potential eradication of slavery. Jefferson reflects on the education bill, among
others, in his autobiography, “forming a system by which every fibre would be eradicated of
2390

ancient or future aristocracy; and a foundation laid for a government truly republican.

Jefferson’s emphasis on education clearly went beyond just mere knowledge, as he emphasized
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civic responsibility, critical thinking, and perhaps most importantly, moral integrity. This
education should not be limited to just the privileged, “the indigence of the greater number
disabling them from so educating... it is better that such should be sought for and educated at the
common [expense] of all.”3%

With the public mind now guided by a natural aristocracy that values justice and virtue
and is thus enlightened, they could now bear a proposition of emancipation. Jefferson’s faith in
education’s potential for enlightened leadership is evident in the set of bills that were meant to
erode the artificial aristocracy. The bills aimed to repeal laws of entail and the abolition of
primogeniture, thus preventing the accumulation of wealth and privilege among select families.
These reforms, Jefferson contended, removed “feudal and unnatural distinctions” and promoted
equal partition of inheritances.3®? The last component of Jefferson’s equation to solve his sphinx
was generational sovereignty, leading to his creation of the University of Virginia. Jefferson had
expressed his frustration with the previous generation as well as his own:

From those of the former generation who were in the fullness of age when I came into

public life, which was while our controversy with England was on paper only, I soon saw

that nothing was to be hoped. Nursed and educated in the daily habit of seeing the
degraded condition, both bodily and mental, of those unfortunate beings, not reflecting
that that degradation was very much the work of themselves & their fathers, few minds
have yet doubted but that they were as legitimate subjects of property as their horses and
cattle. The quiet and monotonous course of colonial life has been disturbed by no alarm,
and little reflection on the value of liberty. And when alarm was taken at an enterprise on

their own, it was not easy to carry them to the whole length of the principles which they
invoked for themselves.3%

Here, Jefferson acknowledges that the older generation was conditioned to view enslaved people
as property and that this view was so ingrained into their psyche that there was no difference in

treating their slaves the same as common livestock. This generation was accustomed to a quiet
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and uneventful life, with few opportunities to analyze the value of liberty, especially how it
pertains to slavery. This was the final piece of the puzzle for Jefferson, where he realized that he
could not count on the previous generation or even his current generation but that he must look
to the future generations.

Due to his belief that “from every condition of our people the natural aristocracy of
talents & virtue would come,” Jefferson stressed the necessity “of preparing by education, at the
public expense, for the care of the public concerns.”% These “natural aristocrats” would be the

exceptionally moral men that Jefferson believed could avoid being corrupted by slavery.%®
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Chapter Three:

Post War

Following the end of the Revolutionary War, Jefferson’s principles came to a crossroads.
What was his objective? Did he want to eradicate slavery, or did he want to continue to build his
new, delicate nation? The landscape had now changed. Jefferson and the founding fathers were
no longer fighting a war; they were now running their own country in its infant state while
surrounding European nations waited in the wings for them to fail. It was during this time that
Jefferson was arguably the most pro-abolition than at any other point in his career. The irony was
not lost on Jefferson that the nation that was founded on the ideals of liberty and freedom
simultaneously benefited from the institution of slavery, as “justice in conflict with avarice and
oppression.””3%

Jefferson initially believed that he could achieve both of his objectives simultaneously.
However, it was his governmental plan for future western settlements that demonstrated to
Jefferson that it may not be possible. In 1784, the delegates from Virginia informed the
Continental Congress that they wanted to cede their territory beyond Ohio. Jefferson, as a
member of the Continental Congress, presented his Report of a Plan of Government for the
Western Territory. Under his plan, when the western territories enter the Union as states, they
would do so on equal footing with the original states.>*” In comparison to the later Ordinance of
1787 that only applied to the Northwest Territory, this proposal applied to the future land that

would be acquired as well.3% Jefferson’s proposal originally developed from a resolution passed

by the Continental Congress on October 15, 1783, that stated:
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That it will be wise and necessary, as soon as circumstances shall permit, to erect a
district of the western territory into a district government, . . . and in the interim, that a
committee be appointed to report a plan, consistant with the principles of the
Confederation, for connecting with the Union by a temporary government, the purchasers
and inhabitants of the said district, until their numbers and circumstances shall entitle
them to form a permanent constitution for themselves, and as citizens of a free, sovereign
and independent State, to be admitted to a representation in the Union provided always,
that such Constitution shall not be incompatible with the republican principles, which are
the basis of the constitutions of the respective states in the Union.3%

Subsequently, Congress assigned a committee headed by Jefferson to prepare an interim
governmental plan for the western territory. This proposal, following the acceptance of Virginia's
cession of its western territory, would not only ban slavery north of the Ohio river but south of it
as well.* Thus, the Ordinance of 1784 would have prevented the spread of slavery in the
territories by banning it across the entire North and South (from Lake Erie to Florida) after the
year 1800, banning what are now Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, and Mississippi. The Articles
of Confederation had not addressed the abolition of slavery until the introduction of this
Ordinance. Initially, Jefferson pointed out that his proposal would foster unity within the Union
and deter the transformation of slavery into a divisive sectional matter. To ensure there was not
an immediate cultural shock of overnight emancipation, the proposal ensured that slavery and
involuntary servitude would not be banned until after 1800.%%* The report was sent back to
Congress for further consideration, and on March 22" Jefferson’s committee resubmitted it with
slight modifications.*??

Unexpectedly, there was considerable pushback from the Southern delegates against the

clause prohibiting slavery, and once more, the report went back to the committee. On April 19,

the proposal came before the Congress with the anti-slavery provision attached. Richard Dobbs
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400 Merkel, "Jefferson's Failed Anti-Slavery Proviso.”
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Spraight, a delegate of North Carolina, immediately moved to strike out the clause prohibiting
slavery. Most congressmen, totaling sixteen, voted to retain the article, while seven voted to
exclude it. Jefferson and Hugh Williamson of North Carolina were the only Southern delegates
who supported preserving the clause. The anti-slavery coalition had lost by one vote. While they
embodied six states, a favorable vote from seven states was necessary to preserve the article.*%®
New York, Pennsylvania, and the four New England states all voted with Jefferson, and South
Carolina, Maryland, and Virginia voted to remove the clause. North Carolina was the only state
present that was divided over the clause. Virginia would have also been if one of their members
had not been absent due to illness. New Jersey would have supported the clause as well, but one
of its only two members was also absent due to illness.*** Bitter over the proposal’s failure,
Jefferson reflected:

Voice of a single individual of the state, which was divided, or of one of those which

were of the negative, would have prevented this abominable crime from spreading itself

over the new country. Thus, we see the fate of millions unborn hanging on the tongue of
one man, and Heaven was silent in that awful moment.*®

Congress passed the proposal on April 23, 1784, without the clause banning slavery and
involuntary servitude, as the Ordinance of 1784.4% And unlike Jefferson’s clause, the Ordinance
passed was unwilling to ban slavery in the other territory and to assume that future settlers would
be ready for immediate self-government.**’ Yet, it is interesting to note that within Jefferson’s
failed proposal, Jefferson showed no intention of touching slavery where it already existed
within the United States. Jefferson was reluctantly content to allow slavery to flourish within

states such as his home, Virginia, as he believed that it was:
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possible that in my own country, these strictures might produce an irritation which would
indispose the people towards the two great objects I have in view, that is, the
emancipation of their slaves, and the settlement of their Constitution on a firmer and
more permanent basis.*%®

This raises a considerable question as to why Jefferson did not push the slave issue
further due to how narrowing the clause within the Ordinance of 1784 failed. Jefferson
understood that this provision would prove to be widely unpopular with his fellow southern
aristocrats, as their property was a source of their power within society. Jefferson was at a
crossroads at this moment. Should he force abolition at the expense of potentially alienating the
South and risk his own political ambitions? It must be taken into consideration that this was only
six months following the conclusion of the American Revolution, and there was still an over-
looming threat of England hanging over the newly born states. Additionally, even if Jefferson
wished to repropose the slavery clause Ordinance of 1784, there was a very limited window as
Jefferson departed for France on August 3, 1784, a mere three months after Congress passed the
Ordinance. Jefferson would remain in France for the next five years until he would return in
September of 1789 to serve as President Washington’s secretary of state, leaving little
opportunity for him to readdress the issue.

The 1780s were the peak of Jefferson’s anti-slavery actions, with the Ordinance of 1784
being his biggest proposal, but why was that? The answer lies in the public reactions to anti-
slavery actions taken by Jefferson and others. As discussed in Chapter 2, Jefferson was a part of
the Virginia Committee of Revisors, where he helped draft a revision to the Virginia Constitution

to emancipate all slaves in Virginia in 1778. This revision would diminish “the continuance of

408 Thomas Jefferson to Chastellux, June 7, 1785, The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, vol. 8. 25 February—31 October
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slavery beyond the generation which shall be living on the 31% day of December 1800.7*° The
children of slaves born after the passage of the act were children who would be taken from their
parents to receive state-funded education until they were legal adults, where they would then be
colonized somewhere outside of the United States. However, this bill was never submitted to the
assembly because as Jefferson said, “the public mind would not yet bear this proposition, nor
will it bear it even at this day.”*1°

Why does Jefferson feel the public mind of Virginia could not bear this? Between 1784
and 1785, the General Assembly in Virginia received five pro-slavery petitions signed by a total
of 1,244 people from eight counties. Two counties in 1784 called for the repeal of an act passed
in 1782 that allowed for the manumission of slaves.*!* The following year, another petition was
submitted from three different counties reminding the assembly that, per the Old Testament, God
had permitted slavery. These activists called upon the lawmakers to “utterly reject every Motion
and Proposal for emancipating our slaves.”*!2 The “free inhabitants” of Lunenberg County on
November 29, 1785, requested that the assembly repel “a daring attempt by petitions warmly
advocated by some Men of considerable weight to wrestle from us, by an Act of the Legislature,
the most valuable and indispensable Article of our Property, our Slaves, by a general
Emancipation of them.*"

Numerous petitioners from Brunswick County, citing seventeen verses from the Old

Testament that they believed promoted slavery, petitioned the assembly to reject an act of
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general emancipation.*** Halifax County submitted an appeal, also invoking the words of the Old
Testament, on November 10, 1785, that demanded the assembly discard all efforts towards
general emancipation that were being promoted by the country's adversaries who were given the
support of “deluded” men and called for the repeal of the act permitting private manumissions.**®

Jefferson's belief of the public mind in the solidification of pro-slavery forces seemed to
be reinforced by these petitions. Of the five mentioned petitions, four explicitly referred to
attempts aimed at achieving the emancipation of slaves on a broader scale. The petitions revealed
two prominent concerns regarding emancipation. First, the petitioners strongly asserted that the
prospect of general emancipation jeopardized their property rights and personal liberties.
Secondly, they expressed apprehension about potential crimes, such as rapes, robberies, and
murders, which they attributed to a large population of propertyless, vengeful, and morally
questionable free blacks. Unlike their British counterparts in the Caribbean, slave-owners in the
United States lived side by side with their slaves. This created a fear stronger than race itself.
These fears echoed sentiments expressed by seventeenth-century Virginians, who, as they
gradually enslaved blacks, sought to reduce the number of “wild bachelors” seen as a threat to
their property and freedoms.

After his failure with the slavery clause of the Ordinance of 1784 and his refusal to
submit his proposal for gradual emancipation in Virginia, Jefferson’s public career as an anti-
slavery legislator was effectively over. While Jefferson continued to express his disgust with the
institution privately, he did not author any other legislation on the manumission of slaves. In a
letter to Brissot de Warville in 1788, Jefferson was honored by Mr. Warville’s invitation to

become a member of the abolitionist movement, stating “nobody wishes more ardently, to see an
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abolitionist, not only of the trade but of the condition of slavery: and certainly, nobody will be
more willing to encounter every sacrifice for that object.”*® However, Jefferson ultimately
turned down the offer by the Frenchman as he was in France as a representative and had yet to
speak with those he represented from the United States.

But Jefferson’s work with the Ordinance of 1784 was not in vain, as his influence was
indirectly a part of another endeavor with the passage of the Northwest Ordinance on July 13,
1787, by the Congress of the Confederation of the United States. This act was successful in the
abolishment of slavery within the region. Article 6 of the act reads:

There shall be neither slavery nor involuntary servitude in the said territory, otherwise

than in the punishment of crimes whereof the party shall have been duly convicted:

Provided, always, That any person escaping into the same, from whom labor or service is

lawfully claimed in any one of the original States, such fugitive may be lawfully
reclaimed and conveyed to the person claiming his or her labor or service as aforesaid.*!’

However, even the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 was not without its flaws, as this Ordinance
contained a fugitive slave clause. The clause stipulated that any person who escaped into the
Northwest Territory “from whom labor or service is lawfully claimed in any one of the original
States, such fugitive may be lawfully reclaimed, and conveyed to the person claiming his or her
labor or service.”*!8

While Jefferson was indirectly awarded a small victory with the Ordinance of 1787, the
nature of slavery within a free nation still plagued Jefferson as he privately attempted to find
various peaceful solutions to the problem. In 1786, Jefferson penned a letter to Nicholas Lewis

expressing his helplessness towards the slave system, “I am miserable till I shall owe not a

shilling: the moment that shall be the case I shall feel myself at liberty to do something for the
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comfort of my slaves.”**® He wrote to Lewis again the following year expressing the same
sentiment but added that he would not sell his slaves as long as they possibly could pay off his
debts with the fruits of their own labor. However, Jefferson also recognized that two-thirds of his
debts came directly from purchasing slaves. He remained hopeful of one day easing their
situations once the debts were paid.*?°

Following the American Revolution, the newly formed United States faced increasing
economic uncertainty. The war had created conditions under which slaveholding became
increasingly profitable in the south, particularly areas of the backcountry, where it struggled to
thrive previously. These profits made slavery even more desirable, causing slaves for sale to
become so scarce that merchants grumbled that “Negroes cannot be had in this country for any
price.”*?! Alexander Drummond wrote a correspondent to tell of him to “lay out the vile trash,
which we call money in Young negroes ... people are dayle [sic] coming from all parts to
purchase them at the most enormous prices.”*??

In 1776, slaves were being sold for “between £700 & £800” on credit or currency.*?
Additionally, inflation began to take hold within the colonies. In 1779, South Carolina’s currency
traded at roughly 66 pounds in paper money to a single pound sterling; a year later, it traded at
400 to 1. In Georgia and North Carolina, where inflation was greatest, state notes traded as high

as 12,000 to 1 by 1782.4% Devaluation was becoming so rampant that “those who retained it, a

few days later, could not purchase half the value of what they had given for it.”*?® This trajectory
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continued into the 1780s, during which paper money had largely become worthless. As the
British invasion reduced the production of goods, slaves became the only source of movable
property that could be sold.

However, this became a problem as slaves comprised such a high percentage of real and
personal wealth in the South, often more than half of a household’s total worth.*?® The British
became infamous for mass desertions of enslaved laborers. When the British set up their
headquarters in Charleston, plantation owners in St. John’s-Berkley lost more than half their
laborers to plunder or desertion during the war. In 1781, Jonah Horry, a plantation owner located
fifty miles along the coastline, experienced a situation where nearly all of his seventy enslaved
individuals chose to abandon him and join the British forces.*?” British forces made their way
along the coastline and through the backcountry of Carolina. In the later stages of the war, slaves
deserted either in small groups or all at once.

After Cornwallis's army advanced from North Carolina into Virginia during the summer
of 1781, Dr. Richard Honyman reported that residents along Cornwallis's path suffered
significant losses, stating that they lost “20, 30, 40, 50, 60, or 70 Negroes” as well as their
livestock such as cattle, sheep, and horses. William Lee similarly claimed that “all of my
neighbors” experienced the loss of every slave they owned, except for Mr. Pardise, who had only
one remaining due to desertion and foraging activities.”**?8
Jefferson himself was not immune to this destruction left by the British. Jefferson

estimated that from Cornwallis’s march towards Yorktown, Virginia lost more than £3,000,000
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worth of property.*?® Jefferson remarked that Cornwallis “burned all the tobacco houses and
barns on the farm, ... Wasted the fields in which the crop of that year was growing” and “killed
or carried off every living animal, cutting the throats of those which were too young for serve. Of
the slaves, he carried away thirty.”*° While Jefferson was able in part to recover financially, for
the rest of his life, Jefferson maintained that it was because of Cornwallis’s “barbarous and
useless depredations” that he was unable to pay his debts.*!

It must be emphasized that the foundation of the political power in the Southern states
was from the wealth produced through the labor of enslaved blacks. The slaves collectively
represented a significant portion of the capital in the region, comprising over fifty percent of the
total investment. Their labor and value served as the foundation for the South’s entire credit-
based economy, particularly during the years following the war when the availability of coins
was extremely limited. The infant United States was burdened with tens of millions of dollars
worth of debt following the war, so the Founding Fathers, even if they had wanted to, could not
afford to leave the slaveholding states out of the Union. Northern representatives were aware that
the Southern states’ exports represented seventy percent of the Thirteen Colonies’ total in 1775,
and the nation needed the southern states just as much as the southern states needed the Union.*32
In the case of individual slaveholders, as previously stated, manumitting slaves would deprive

heirs of their estate and affiliation with the Southern aristocrats, which could only be successful

with dramatic shifts in perspectives such as those with Randolph and Carter.
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There was a wave of slaveholders’ paranoia during and after the war (the American
Revolution) of a potential slave revolt, and several slaves were unjustly executed. At the initial
outbreak of the war, black Southerners emphasized their loyalty “not to a place nor to a people,
but to a principle.”**® Before the “Shot heard around the world” was fired at Lexington and
Concord, slaves were uniting on plantations, strategizing their flight and armed resistance, with
those on a particular Virginia plantation even going as far as to democratically select leaders “to
conduct them when the English troops should arrive.”*** It was common for slaves to run away
in an attempt to join the British army in hopes of gaining their freedom. Prominent southern
slaveholders, such as Jefferson and Washington, employed “agents” to capture and forcibly
return “property” speculated to be residing within the city. A Hessian soldier stated in 1783 that
“Almost five thousand persons have come into this city to take possession again of their former
property.”*® Black men and women were yanked out of their beds at night and chained for the
journey back South, an experience that Boston King recalled: “filled us with dread and deprived
us of sleep.”*%®

Additionally, the Revolution created an unstable economy in the infant United States,
especially in the south, leaving many prominent statesmen and planters in Virginia, such as John
F. Mercer and Theodorick Bland, to eagerly purchase land, both in developed and

underdeveloped regions of the state.*3” Georgia also saw a rise in their legislators, as much as

ninety percent, making claims on 1,000 acres or more in the western and northern sections of the
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state that was either purchased from warrants or from selling vast quantities of land taken from
newly ejected Indians.**® The spread of land coincided with the spread of slavery, and the
Revolution ironically led to the spread of slavery accelerating into the interior of the South.
Raiders were rampant and took slaves as prizes to the west to work in backcountry mines and
forges. Due to the power and influence bestowed because of wealth and the high property
requirements in the south for holding office, those in the backcountry overwhelmingly increased
their slave property during the war.

With the value of property continuing to climb throughout the 1780s, Jefferson embarked
on calculating his agricultural profits and losses in a letter to then President Washington in 1792.
In the letter was a scribbled mess of Jefferson’s calculations showing that he was making 4
percent profit every year from the birth of slaves: “I allow nothing for losses by death, but, on the
contrary, shall presently take credit four percent per annum, for their increase over and above
keeping up their own numbers.”**® Jefferson was not the only planter who was economically
suffering from the Revolution, as previously demonstrated. Thus, he emphasized to his colleague
that they must invest in the safest commodity, stating to invest “in lands and negroes, which
besides a present support bring a silent profit of from 5 to 10 percent in this country by the
increase in their value.”** It is this quote that led to what Henry Wiencek calls the now infamous

“four percent theorem.”
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Within Wiencek’s argument, he surmises that Jefferson abandoned his anti-slavery
ideology during the 1790s and became a passionate supporter of the institution upon realizing
how profitable it was. Wiencek emphasizes that Jefferson encouraged violence at Monticello to
extract the highest profits, an area most of Jefferson’s scholars have ignored. A central idea of
Wiencek is that Jefferson’s “views and practices on slavery evolved not in moral terms but in
commercial ones,” and he saw “slave labor as the most powerful and most convenient engine of
the American enterprise” and then “formulated a grand synthesis by which slavery became
integral to the empire of liberty.”*4!

However, it is totally reasonable to conclude that Wiencek is mistaken; Jefferson was not
referring to his slaves at Monticello but rather farms in Virginia in general. Jefferson’s “four
percent theorem” stems from his response to a request for a comparison between free and
enslaved labor. Rather than expressing a policy specifically for Monticello, Jefferson was
calculating the value of enslaved labor and the variables involved. In a later letter to Washington,
Jefferson noted “being at such a distance from the country of which I wrote” and continued, “I
therefore hazarded the calculation rather as an essay of the mode of calculating the profits of a
Virginia estate, than as an operation which was to be ultimately relied on.”*4?

The time of this is not coincidental, as this is when Jefferson’s efforts towards
emancipation begin to wane. The newly formed Confederation government of the United States,
including the state governments, was in such an unstable financial situation that the state

currency and debt could not be redeemed in hard money in the foreseeable future. This was why

there was a renewed push for property by Jefferson. The exhausted finances had left planters
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incapable of employing a sufficient labor force. As a result, a widespread hiring system emerged,
particularly in Virginia. The deteriorating tobacco market prompted many planters to shift to
wheat production and mixed farming, leading to an excess of slaves.*® This surplus of slaves
was occasionally hired out to work on plantations in other states or interior regions where several

rising merchant planters had acquired estates.***

Notes on the State of Virginia

During the post-war years, Jefferson was appointed by the Congress of the Confederation
to serve as Minister to France.** Jefferson reflected on the issue of white men bleeding for
liberty while drawing blood to keep the region’s enslaved population subjugated during his
memorable tenure in France, “What a stupendous, what an incomprehensible machine is man...
Who can endure toil, famine stripes, imprisonment & death itself in vindication of his own
liberty, and the next moment ... inflict on his fellow men a bondage, one hour of which is
fraught with more misery than ages of that which he rose in rebellion to oppose?”*4°

During his time in France, Jefferson published his book Notes on the State of Virginia.
The work addresses various aspects of Virginia’s society, including the negative influences of
slavery’s impact on manners and safety. Jefferson insisted that the book be published
anonymously, fearing the reactions the passages on slavery would obtain from his
contemporaries.**” The majority of Notes was written during the end of the American Revolution

in response to a questionnaire from Francois Barbe de Marbois, secretary of the French Legation
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at Philadelphia. Barbe de Marbois desired to know more about the politics and culture, as well as
the natural environment, of their new ally in the war against Britain.**® Jefferson's answers to the
queries were the first compilation of what would become the Notes on the State of Virginia, the
only book by Jefferson published in his lifetime.

Jefferson never intended Notes to be widely distributed. His intention was instead to have
“a few copies printed, which he gave among his friends: and a translation of them has been lately
published in France, but with such alterations as the laws of the press in that country rendered
necessary. They are now offered to the public in their original form and language.”**
Additionally, Jefferson also requested that the publication, including the section about slavery,
be delayed until he could discover if it would be more harmful than helpful.**° It can be safely
presumed that because Jefferson planned to only distribute his book among either people with
whom he shared political opinions or who “differed as friends do, respecting the purity of each
other’s motives, and confining our differences of opinion to private conversations,” then Nofes
comprises some of Jefferson’s most sincere opinions because it was envisioned for a small,
trusted audience.* Although Jefferson sent his initial retort to Barbe de Marbois in 1781, Notes
was never truly completed because he preserved a manuscript and made revisions to it for most
of his life. To Jefferson, Notes was “nothing more than the measure of a shadow, never
stationary, but lengthening as the sun advances, and to be taken anew from hour to hour. It must

remain, therefore, for some other hand to sketch it’s [sic] appearance at another epoch.”*%2
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Subsequently, Jefferson affirmed his views to James Monroe that Notes might “produce
an irritation which will revolt the minds of our countrymen against reformation in these two
articles and thus do more harm than good.”**® In a letter to his old friend Charles Thomson,
Jefferson expressed a desire to delay any reprinting of Notes until he heard from his friends
“whether the terms in which I have spoken of slavery . . . will not . . . retard that reformation
which I wish instead of promoting it.”**** Thomson did not share Jefferson’s concern and was
more curious about Jefferson’s fears of the response. Thomson expressed satisfaction with
Jefferson’s assessments in Notes, especially the sections on slavery, writing: “This [slavery] is a
cancer that we must get rid of. It is a blot in our character that must be wiped out. If it cannot be
done by religion, reason, and philosophy, confident I am that it will one day be by blood.”*%°

However, Jefferson’s apprehension was certainly not unfounded, as evidenced by the
treatment of St. George Tucker’s Dissertation on Slavery. Even though Tucker was one of the
most prominent lawyers and jurists in Virginia, along with Jefferson’s mentor, George Wythe,
Virginia’s House of Burgesses refused to distribute copies of his work.**® As previously
expressed in Jefferson’s view of the public mind of the anti-slavery movement, Jefferson might
not have only been considering the effects of his views on the movement. Jefferson was also
weary of the possible ramifications Nofes would have on his political career. This anxiety was
expressed to James Madison that he hoped to one day distribute copies of Notes to the students

of William and Mary, but the views expressed within would upset members of the Virginia

legislature and, accordingly, they would censure him.*’
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Madison took Jefferson’s concerns seriously enough that he and some hand-selected
close friends, including Wythe, read Notes to provide Jefferson feedback. Madison did not
disagree with Jefferson that his passages on slavery and the state constitution would be irritating
to some men; however, Madison stressed that the book was too important not to publish because

it “will displease their respective abettors.” Within Madison’s letter, Wythe suggested that

Jefferson donate a number to the University’s library instead of donating to the student body

directly, believing that the students would immediately read every copy. They suggested to

Jefferson that “perhaps . . . an indiscriminate gift might offend some narrow-minded parents.”**

James Monroe also offered Jefferson optimistic advice, believing that the anti-slavery
declarations could be published “since no consideration would induce them but a love for the
rights of man and for your country.”*%

In Notes, Jefferson presents the fears he had over the emancipation of enslaved blacks.
Within the newly formed United States, there was a growing uneasiness about the country that
fought for independence and freedom while they kept thousands in bondage. But too much too
soon when society is not ready for the monumental changes can result in catastrophe, especially
regarding Jefferson’s proposal of not only freeing the enslaved blacks but also helping them
establish a colony in Africa. As stated previously, the slave population continued to grow
exponentially, noting that “in this country, the slaves multiply as fast as the free inhabitants.*

Additionally, Jefferson also noted that the slave growth created a doubling of property and slave

values every twenty years.*®! To assume that Jefferson believed ending the importation of slaves
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and controlling the growth of the free-black population would effectively prevent the natural
growth of the slave population would be a shallow understanding of his views.

However, Jefferson had other concerns about the growing slave population. There was
clearly an overwhelming fear among the slave-owners that a race war would occur following
emancipation if nothing more than for retribution by blacks for the crimes committed against
their people during their enslavement. Virginians already feared that “a great number of slaves
who were with the British Army are now passing in this Country as free men,” and every state
legislature faced similar observations and fears expressed by their white residents.*®? These fears
were no doubt justified by slaveholders following the Haitian Revolution and the 1804 Haiti
Massacre by Jean-Jacques Dessalines and his army.*%® David Brion Davis described the events
“like the Hiroshima Bomb ... could be rationalized but never really forgotten, since it
demonstrated the possible fate of every slaveholding society in the New World.”**64

Any optimistic thoughts Jefferson could have had about integrating blacks into white
society evaporated in the aftermath of the slave revolution in the French West Indies. This
convinced Jefferson that the United States could suffer a similar fate, “It is high time we should
forsee,” he wrote in 1793, “the blood [sic] scenes which our children certainly, and possibly
ourselves (south of the Potowmac) have to wade through, and try to avert them.”*®® Jefferson

even used the slave revolution as an example of why emancipated blacks must be deported from

the United States. However, Jefferson also understood the impossibility of complete expatriation.
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Jefferson concluded that the only process of emancipation remaining was one of “compromise
between the passions, the prejudices, & the real difficulties which will each have their weight in
that operation.”*®® “Something would have to be done,” he advised, or “we shall be the
murderers of our own children.”*¢’

Jefferson's certainty that peaceful coexistence between blacks and whites in an integrated
society was impossible greatly hindered his ability to put forth an emancipation plan that did not
include provisions for expatriation. This is a belief that Jefferson carried until the end of his life,
even reflecting in his autobiography that “the two races, equally free, cannot live in the same
government.”*®8 Following the Revolution, many northern states abolished slavery outright,
while numerous southern states, such as Virginia, made emancipation easier. In Virginia alone,
the rates of free slaves steadily increased during the 1780s and 1800s. Virginia proclaimed in
1785 that “Every person of whose grandfathers or grandmothers anyone is or shall have been A
Negro, shall be deemed a Negro ... and every person with one-fourth part or more of white
blood, shall be a mulatto.” Slaves were then defined as people “who were so on the first day of
this Assembly, and the descendants of the females from them.”*%°

Numerous Virginian slaveholders freed their slaves, leading to the freed slave population
going from 1,800 in 1782 to 30,466, or 7.2% of the total black population in 1810.4"° To ensure
that a race war did not break out after the steady emancipation, the Society for the Colonization

of Free People of Color of America, later known as the American Colonization Society, was

formed in 1817. This society, which Jefferson and other slaveholders endorsed, welcomed the
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idea of “colonization” by coordinating the passage of free blacks to Africa, including those born

in the United States.

Blacks and Whites Coexistence

When analyzing Notes, Jetferson dissects the slaves and his fears of a race war if
emancipated. Unlike their British counterparts, who did not live among their slaves in the
Caribbean islands, the American slave-owners shared the same space as their slaves. This
paranoia provided the much-needed context as to why Jefferson felt this way. Jefferson wished
for a unified homogeneous national culture, which meant that Indians had to assimilate, blacks
had to be freed and removed from the country, and there must be limited immigration to the
United States. This has led historians, such as Peter Onuf, to assert that blacks could never be a
part of Jefferson’s nation and that they would need to be established elsewhere.*’*

But why did Jefferson have such a pessimistic view of blacks and whites coexisting? One
of the most analyzed parts of Notes is in Query XIV. Query XIV addresses the laws of Virginia
and the role of the Committee of Revisors, where Jefferson, often regarded as a man of science,
presents his “scientific”” conceptions of the black mind and character. Within Query XIV,
Jefferson publicly revealed Bill 51 was the bill to be followed by an amendment, which
amounted to the post-nati plan. The amendment also provided for the public education of the
slaves and an allowance of property (seed, animals, arms, and other household instruments) in a
supportive effort for colonization.

Compared to his contemporaries, Jefferson was certainly progressive in his anti-slavery

beliefs; however, he still believed that blacks were, in fact, inferior to whites in several aspects,

such as intelligence, attractiveness, and imagination, explaining, “The improvement of the blacks
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in body and mind, in the first instance of their mixture with the whites, has been observed by
everyone, and proves that their inferiority is not the effect merely of their condition of life.”4"2
When Jefferson presented his findings of the differences between blacks and whites, the first
clear one he observed was that of color. While he could not properly explain the reason for this
difference, he expressed his dissatisfaction with it even so.
And is this difference of no importance? Is it not the foundation of a greater or less share
of beauty in the two races? Are not the fine mixtures of red and white, the expressions of
every passion by greater or less suffusions of color in the one, preferable to that eternal
monotony, which reigns in the countenances, that immovable veil of black which covers
the emotions of the other race?*’3
Jefferson’s dissection of the differences continued with him finding the “flowing hair”
and “more elegant symmetry of form” of whites much more beautiful. Jefferson assessed even
blacks found whites more attractive than other blacks, comparing the attraction to that of an
orangutan of Africa, preferring a black woman to females of his own species.*’* Jefferson
observed other physical differences that confirmed the racial distinctions.
They [Negroes] have less hair on the face and body. They secrete less by the kidneys, and
more by the glands of the skin, which gives them a very strong and disagreeable odor.
This greater degree of transpiration, renders them more tolerant of heat, and less so of
cold then whites. . . . They seem to require less sleep. A black after hard labor through the

day, will be induced by the slightest amusements to sit up till midnight, or later, though
knowing he must be out with the first dawn of morning.*”

Much of this hostile assessment stems from the racial beliefs embedded in whites during that era,
but it would be disingenuous to suggest that it did not also reflect Jefferson’s own observations
of his slaves at Monticello. It is critical to understand Jefferson’s biological assessment of blacks,

as it coincides with Jefferson’s beliefs of natural rights. Most historians agree with the contention
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that Jefferson believed that equality was “first and foremost a biological fact” derived from an
equal creation.*®

So then, how does Jefferson’s view of natural rights coincide with his views of blacks
being inferior? Daniel J. Boorstin proposed that when Jefferson made his assertion of human
equality within the Declaration of Independence, it was not a confirmation of moral principles.
Boorstin argues that, instead, Jefferson’s declaration was founded on what Jefferson considered
the accurate facts of science and history. Jefferson’s scientific assessment of the inferiority of
blacks was the norm during his era, explains Henry Drewry:

The principle by which persons of African ancestry were considered the personal

property of others prevailed in North America for more than two-thirds of the three and a

half centuries since the first Africans arrived there. Its influences increased even though

the English colonies won independence and articulated national ideals in direct

opposition to slavery. In spite of numerous ideological conflicts, however, the slavery

system was maintained in the United States until 1865, and widespread anti-black
attitudes nurtured by slavery continued thereafter.

This is particularly true in the South, where 92 percent of all Blacks lived, 95 percent of whom
were slaves.*’” These sentiments were even shared with abolitionists of the time; for example,
David Hume, in a footnote of his essay “Of National Characters” (1748), about the lowliness of
Blacks being the result of nature. David Hume states, “I am apt to suspect the negroes to be
naturally inferior to the whites. There scarcely ever was a civilized nation of that complexion,
nor even any individual eminent either in action or speculation. No ingenious manufactures
amongst them, no arts, no sciences.”’® Another abolitionist, Physician Benjamin Rush, writing

to Jefferson, even agreed with Jefferson’s assessment of the black skin being unattractive: “I am
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now preparing a paper for our society in which I have attempted to prove, that the black color (as
it is called) of the Negroes is the effect of a disease in the skin of the Leprous kind. The
inferences from it will be in favor of treating them with humanity and justice and of keeping up
the existing prejudices against matrimonial connextions with them.”*"

However, regardless of the science of the time, the logic of creation stated to Jefferson
that all human beings possessed natural rights because all humans were born as equal biological
beings.*® However, there are some faults with this conclusion. Instead, Adrienne Koch suggests
that Jefferson’s definition of human equality was not built on the biological condition of
mankind but on the basic characteristics of humanity. According to Koch's analysis, Jefferson
recognized that human nature was universally present among all individuals, transcending
differences among men. This concept of human equality elevated humans above lesser animal
species and bestowed upon them a unique quality that set them apart from being merely a
physical entity. 48

Jefferson argued that “Every race of animals seems to have received from their Maker
certain laws of extension at the time of their formation . . . while proper obstacles were opposed
to its further progress.”*? Jefferson's conclusions were founded around the perception that the
whereabouts of species, including humans, within selected constraints, were guided by external
circumstances such as soil and climate. Jefferson underlined that each species remained locked

within the confines established by the Creator. As he put it, “all the manna in heaven would

never raise the Mouse to the bulk of the Mammoth.”*3 When it came to the human species,
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Jefferson recognized the existence of distinct physical and mental variations among individuals.
He contended that black individuals did not need to be biologically equal to whites to be
considered human, as they possessed essential human characteristics. 434 Jefferson's conception
of equal creation implies the equality of human nature rather than a strict biological equivalence.

Therefore, regardless of any believed inferiority, Jefferson acknowledged black
individuals as human beings. He declared that “whatever their degree of talent, it is no measure
of their rights.”*8 Thus, there was clearly not a racial aspect to Jefferson’s views towards black
enslavement. Historian Arthur Sherr argues that Jefferson did acknowledge the black’s natural
rights to the same freedom and equal opportunities as their white masters, whatever their
intelligence level. Emphasizing his desire to uncover instances of black talent, Jefferson affirmed
his “sincere” hope that his own expressed “doubts on the grade of understanding allotted to them
by nature” would be “completely refuted” and that he would uncover convincing evidence “that
in this respect they are on a par with ourselves.”*® However, there are dissenters who believe
instead that Jefferson held a polygenesis view of creation.*?’

Though Jefferson declared all men were created equal, they could not live in harmony if
they were not homogeneous. Differences in culture and politics, physical and intellectual
differences, and even religion have placed mankind into tribalistic boxes. Diversity was not a

negative thing to Jefferson, but for his nation, he desired homogeneity. Jefferson believed that

only through a mixture with the white race could blacks improve in intellect and physical
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beauty.*® But, ironically, such a mixture is precisely what Jefferson feared because of its
potential effects on the whiteness of humans. As Peter Onuf suggested, Jefferson was terrified of
miscegenation as an unnatural sexual breach of the boundaries between two nations, white and
black, free and slave.*®® “This unfortunate difference of colour, and perhaps of faculty, is a
powerful obstacle to the emancipation of these people. Many of their advocates,” among whom
Jefferson considered himself, “while they wish to vindicate the liberty of human nature, are
anxious also to preserve its dignity and beauty.” The slave could not be set free at this time,
Jefferson lamented in the Nofes, “without staining the blood of his master.” “When freed,” the
slave of North America must be “removed beyond the reach of mixture.”*%

Jefferson’s assessment of the physical and sexual differences between blacks and whites
was paltry compared to his shocking assessment of mental capacity. In his research, Jefferson
analyzed the mental differences between blacks and whites in the areas of reason, memory, and
imagination. His assessments led him to conclude that blacks were only equal to whites in that of
memory. Jefferson judged blacks to be inferior in the capacity of reason and doubted whether
one could be found “capable of tracing and comprehending the investigations of Euclid.”*%* His
assessment of the black imagination found them to be “dull, tasteless, and anomalous.”*%?

However, as a “man of science,” Jefferson also concluded that he may have unauthentic
findings by analyzing blacks from information gathered in his African culture and comparing it

to the findings against whites in America. Jefferson felt the only fair evaluation would be “to

make great allowances for the differences of condition, of education, of conversation, of the
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sphere in which they move.”*% But there was a clear distinction Jefferson still had to address.
Most blacks in America were enslaved, and thus, it would be challenging for these “great
allowances.” Jefferson dismissed this obvious issue and instead focused on blacks who had been
given a “liberal” education and trained in the arts.

Numerous slaves were allowed to learn from their masters and were given privileges
“where the arts and sciences are cultivated to a considerable degree” and from studying “the best
works from abroad,” which were at hand for them to see.*** Even with these, Jefferson asserted
that he found no instances where “a black had uttered a thought above the level of plain
narration,” nor had he observed “even an elementary trait of painting or sculpture.”*® As a frame
of reference, Jefferson surveyed how Indians fared with none of the black’s “advantages,” seeing
that they displayed imagination and creativity in the pictures they drew and figures they carved.
Jefferson believed Indians demonstrated their “reason and sentiment strong” and “their
imagination glowing and elevated” in their noble orations.*%

Jefferson's stubbornness and skepticism persisted even when shown blacks with ability.
Although he conceded that blacks had a sounder ear for “tune and time” than whites, He refused
to admit that blacks might have a higher proficiency in the more complicated forms of music.*%’
Jefferson’s skepticism was fully displayed when he was presented with the work of two black
literary talents, Ignatius Sancho and Phyllis Wheatley. Jefferson wrote, “Misery is often the

parent of the most affecting touches in poetry—Among the blacks is misery enough, God knows,

but no poetry. Love is the peculiar oestrum of the poet. Their love is ardent, but it kindles the
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senses only, not the imagination. Religion indeed has produced a Phyllis Whately [sic]; but it
could not produce a poet.”*%

Ignatius Sancho was a former slave and the author of Letters, with Memoirs of his Life.
Jefferson found Sancho’s work to be “first place among those of his own color who have
presented themselves to the public judgment.”*%® However, Jefferson was still unimpressed.
When comparing Sancho to other English writers, Jefferson ranked him “at the bottom of the
column.”®® This was because Jefferson felt that Sancho’s writings did “more honor to the heart
than the head.”®® With Phyllis Wheatley, on the other hand, Jefferson was far less generous.
Wheatley was a slave who received her freedom and traveled to England in 1773. Her poetry
soon caught the eye of the Countess of Huntingdon, who then made arrangements for her poems
to be published under the title Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral. When Wheatley
returned to the United States, she composed a poem for George Washington.>?Anti-slavery
activists immediately seized the opportunity to show that her work was proof that blacks were
mentally equal to whites. Jefferson, on the other hand, did not agree, believing her work to be so
mediocre that it was “below the dignity of criticism.”%

However, the most infamous case of Jefferson’s skepticism was in 1791, when he was
contacted by the black mathematician and astronomer, Benjamin Banneker, who had already

previously helped survey the land for Washington D. C. Banneker pleaded with Jefferson to

“lend [his] aid and assistance to [the relief of black people], from those many distresses, and
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numerous calamities” they endured.>®* Banneker, born in Maryland as a freeman in 1731, was
believed to have a white maternal grandmother named Molly Welsh Banneker. He was able to
attend private school in Baltimore, excelling in science and mathematics. From there, with the
aid of a Quaker friend, George Ellicott, Banneker was able to master astronomy.

In his letter to Jefferson, Banneker also included a handwritten copy of his almanac
because his “[position] as a free, literate black man of science gave him a unique opportunity to
refute prevailing arguments about the mental inferiority of people of African descent.”®® It is
critical to emphasize the almanac was handwritten as Banneker was proving to Jefferson how
skilled a black person could be. The handwriting, which could be compared to the letter
Banneker sent Jefferson, would have served as proof that Banneker wrote the almanac by
himself and did not rely on anything other than his own “arduous study, in this my advanced
stage of life; for having long had unbounded desires to become acquainted with the secrets of
nature.”%

Banneker also cited “the many difficulties and disadvantages, which I have had to
encounter” while he was calculating and writing the almanac.>®’ Banneker correspondingly
invoked the spirit of independence Jefferson faced fifteen years previously, “Sir, Suffer me to
recall to your mind that time in which the Arms and tyranny of the British Crown were exerted

with every powerful effort in order to reduce you to a State of Servitude.” Banneker continued to

invoke Jefferson’s own previously expressed anti-slavery ideals, “This, Sir, was a time in which
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you clearly saw into the injustice of a State of Slavery, and in which you had just apprehensions
of the horrors of its condition.”*%

In addition to the volume Banneker sent Jefferson, he also published numerous other
almanacs between 1791 and 1796.%%° The ever-cautious Jefferson showed kindness to Banneker
but was hesitant to the validity of the claims:

No body wishes more than I do to see such proofs as you exhibit, that nature has given to
our black brethren, talents equal to those of the other colors of men, and that the
appearance of a want of them is owing merely to the degraded condition of their
existence, both in Africa and America. I can add with truth, that no body wishes more
ardently to see a good system commenced for raising the condition both of their body and

mind to what it ought to be, as fast as the imbecility of their present existence, and other
circumstances, which cannot be neglected, will admit.>*°

However, this was largely seen by “Banneker, other blacks, and white supporters of
emancipation” as more than “a polite and meaningless gesture.” Jefferson, by this time, was
“widely considered an enemy of slavery and his letter was seen as an important, positive defense
of the black race.”®! Within his reply, Jefferson did not offer to champion emancipation, nor did
he concur with Banneker's request for a new system. All Jefferson replied was his wish that a
new system could be put into place. While he may have doubted the authenticity of Banneker’s
work, he was still excited about the potential it presented. In a letter written on the same day to
Marquis de Condorcet, a French philosopher and mathematician, Jefferson cheerfully wrote:

I 'am happy to be able to inform you that we now have in the United States a negro, the

son of a black man born in Africa, and a black woman born in the United States, who is a

very respectable mathematician. I procured him to be employed under one of our chief
directors in laying out the new federal city of the Potowmac, and in the intervals of his
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letters, while on that work, he made an Almanac for the next year, which he sent me in
his own handwriting, and which I in close to you. I have seen very elegant solutions of
Geometrical problems by him. Add to this that he is a very worthy and respectable
member of society. He is a free man. I shall be delighted to see these instances of moral
eminence so multiplied as to prove that the want of talents observed in them is merely the
effect of their degraded condition, and not proceeding from any difference in the structure
of the parts on which intellect depends.®?

But Jefferson’s enthusiasm for Banneker’s intellect was not eternal. Nearly twenty years
later, in 1809, Jefferson expressed a considerable amount of doubt about Banneker's ability. In a
letter to the writer and poet Joel Barlow, Jefferson expressed his cynicism: “We know he had
spherical trigonometry enough to make almanacs, but not without the suspicion of aid from
Ellicot [sic]. . . . I have a long letter from Banneker, which shows him to have had a mind of very
common stature indeed.”®!3 Jefferson also suggested that even though the almanac was
handwritten, it may have been misled about the legitimacy of Banneker’s sole authorship and
used by Banneker’s friends through their unauthorized publication of his reply.>* Much of this
disappointment expressed by Jefferson also came from the expectations he had placed on
Banneker, which the astronomer failed to live up to.

So again, as a “man of science,” Jefferson sought to answer whether the mental inequities
between whites and blacks were a factor of racial attributes or environmental conditions.
Jefferson contended that if blacks were inferior due to their reduced position, then it would stand
that other demographics in similar conditions would show differences in their capacities.
However, Jefferson’s findings presented the opposite and only further cemented his belief that
blacks were innately inferior. For this, Jefferson compares the enslaved blacks with the Roman

slaves, finding that the Roman slaves survived harsher and worse conditions. One of the
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examples Jefferson cites was the men and women forced to live separately, as raising a child was
far more expensive than buying one.

Additionally, if a master was killed, all the slaves in his household would be condemned
to death, while in America, only the guilty parties would be, with proof. However, these slaves
were often Rome's “rarest artists” and became proficient enough in areas such as science to even
become tutors to the children of the masters.>*® For Jefferson, the glaring reason why there was
this discrepancy came down to one reason: the Romans were white. Therefore, Jefferson
deduced that this must have been due to nature rather than the environment. But then, Jefferson
almost immediately suggested that his mind remained open on the matter.>'® “Whether further
observation will or will not verify the conjecture, that nature has been less bountiful to them in
the endowments of the head,” he wrote, “I believe that in those of the heart she will be found to
have done them justice.”’

Jefferson refused to make a definitive conclusion on black's supposed inferiority,
believing that supplementary observations and investigations would be necessary before a
tangible avowal could be made “that blacks, whether originally a distinct race, or made distinct
by time and circumstances, are inferior to the whites in the endowments of both body and
mind.”®*® Jefferson reiterated this notion in a letter to the Marquis de Chastellux: “I believe the
Indian then to be in body and mind equal to the white man. I have supposed the black man, in his
present state, might not be so. But it would be hazardous to affirm that, equally cultivated for a

few generations, he would not become so0.”*°
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American Paranoia

Jefferson believed that emancipated blacks would pose a problem for the young nation,
given that emancipation and colonization were intertwined. Within Notes, Jefferson provided his
reasoning:

Why not retain and incorporate the blacks into the state...? Deep-rooted prejudices

entertained by the whites; ten thousand recollections by the blacks of the injuries they

have sustained; new provocations; the real distinctions which nature has made; and many

other circumstances will divide us into parties and produce convulsions which will
probably never end but in the extermination of the one or the other race.>?°

The key phrase within that section to dissect is new provocations. What new provocations could
Jefferson be referring to? During the Revolutionary Era, there was a significant increase in
violence between blacks and whites. The increased tensions between blacks and whites certainly
rose during the post-war years as the killings of blacks dramatically increased. These massacres
by the courts and mobs rose to such heights that both South and North Carolina stopped
compensating masters for executed slaves, despite having eased restrictions in the war’s early
years, as their exhausted treasuries from the war could not handle the burden.

In 1783, North Carolina’s legislature dismissed multiple claims by the masters of two
slaves apprehended for breaking into a barn and stealing four bushels of corn. In 1785, the
Assembly of South Carolina declined compensation for two other slaves who were executed for
“committing a Robbery on the High Way” and for a slave named Hannah who had stolen a dog
from a nearby plantation. ®?! The Carolinas were not the only states hesitating to compensate
masters as Virginia and Georgia attempted to stall paying masters for as long as they could

without repercussions. During the early eighteenth century, the southern states each had
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provisions that validated the masters’ ownership of their property and ensured compensation for
their slaves.®?? By the early 1780s, and later compounded by the fears of the insurrection
triggered by the Haitian Revolution, executions and extralegal killings of black men by white
militias and mobs increased. This surge in violence reached such extraordinary levels that states
were forced to revoke the laws that had provided compensation. The objective behind these
repeals was twofold: to discourage slaveholders from acting extremely harshly and to conserve
whatever resources remained in the increasingly depleted treasury.’>

But what was the underlying reason behind the mass executions by both the courts and
mobs? There were many acts of violence committed by slaves as many saw the Revolution as a
limited opportunity for their own Revolution. The years between 1785 and 1794, the southern
region of Virginia saw a dramatic increase of over fifty percent of violent acts committed by
blacks compared to the years leading up to the war.>?* The fear and paranoia in the South
continued to climb, with slaves frequently being accused of poisoning their masters when they
came down with any illness. In 1785, John Warnock, a slaveholder in North Carolina, claimed
that his slaves, Charlie and Bess, had poisoned his three children. While Charlie and Bess were
promptly hanged, it was not until after that Warnock’s claim for compensation for his executed
slaves was denied when witnesses concluded Warnock’s children more likely died of typhus than
poison.>®
The frequency and swiftness of these slave executions were a direct result of state

legislature's efforts to suppress any form of black resistance and discourage thoughts of any.
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Many states passed laws following the Revolution that facilitated expedited trials for slaves. In
1783, North Carolina passed a law that allowed for a single justice of the peace, rather than the
traditional three, to impose punishments on slaves charged with misdemeanors “not to exceed
forty lashes.” Similarly, in 1784, Georgia granted magistrates to assemble “a jury of three
freeholders™ instead of three magistrates to swiftly determine the fate of slaves accused of capital
crimes.>?® These frecholders, driven by their fear and paranoia, now deemed what would have
constituted a lashing prior to the Revolution to be a death sentence.

In 1782, Virginia hanged a slave named James, valued at ninety pounds sterling, for
stealing twenty gallons of brandy worth only “four pounds current money.”®?’ And in Gloucester
County that same year, three slaves were executed for stealing “two bushels of Indian Corn,
valued at 10 pence.”®®Five years later, another slave was hanged “for the crime of Burglary, he
having broken into the meat house of Robert Spilsbe Coleman, and stolen there from six pieces
of Bacon, of the value of Three pounds ten shillings.”*?° Then, Southampton County executed a
slave named Ben, worth one hundred pounds, for stealing forty pounds of bacon and a stick of
bacon worth forty shillings.>*® There were numerous more executions such as these. For these
slaves to be executed for the value of the stolen goods is particularly important, for as previously
stated, property was the most valuable commodity at the time, making the punishments appear
irrational.

Jefferson no doubt believed his fears were justified when some slaves retaliated against

their masters or overseers with violent acts. In 1794, a North Carolina slave murdered his master
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just prior to being traded.®*! And then, another slave named Sue was tried, convicted, and
executed for giving poison to whites “with an intent to kill.” However, the Superior Court
overturned the punishment because her act was not punishable by death.>*? A slave named
Laurence Kitchen in 1794 was charged, along with the victim’s wife, with murdering his owner,
John Simmons. However, the state prosecuted Mrs. Simmons as an accomplice before the fact.>33
In contrast, Jefferson believed that Indians could be assimilated. But why is that? As
previously stated, Jefferson surmised that Indians were equal to whites in “the same uncultivated
state.”®3* Any difference between the two, such as bearing fewer children or the lack of body
hair, could be explained by cultural differences rather than natural ones. One example Jefferson
observed was that Indian women who married white traders bore “as many children as the white
women.” Jefferson noted that Indian wives of whites were fed well and kept from hard labor in
the fields, “unexposed to accident.” “No wonder” Indian women tended to “multiply less than we
do.” “Were we in equal barbarism,” Jefferson wrote, “our females would be equal drudges.”®®
According to Frank Shuffleton, Jefferson judged the inclination of European intellectuals
to assign aesthetic and moral qualities to distinctions between the climates and life-forms of the
old and new worlds.*3® Comparatively, Jefferson believed that only specific talents should be
recognized and valued based on the circumstances and cultural preferences of different societies.

For instance, he acknowledged the courage and eloquence of Native Americans in war and

council because these were what their culture prized. Jefferson concluded that “we shall probably
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find that they are formed in mind as well as in body, on the same module with the ‘Homo sapiens
Europaeus.”?’

Jefferson’s assessment of the Indians could be traced back to his father’s influence when
he was younger and the stories he was told as a child. Jefferson had heard his father tell of long
journeys in the wilderness and of treacherous Indians, but no Red Men roamed the forests near

Shadwell. The only Indians he knew were peaceful, almost romantic characters who stopped at

the house of Colonel Jefferson on their way to Williamsburg.

I knew much— he said— of the great Ontasseré, the warrior and orator of the Cherokees;
he was always the guest of my father on his journeys to and from Williamsburg. I was in
his camp when he made his great farewell oration to his people, the evening before his
departure for England. The moon was in full splendor, and to her he seemed to address
himself in his prayers for his own safety on the voyage, and that of his people during his
absence; his sounding voice, distinct articulation, animated action, and the solemn silence
of his people at their several fires, filled me with awe and admiration.

This youthful impression left an indelible mark on his mind and was not without some influence
on the “Notes on Virginia” as well as on the letters he wrote to Indian chiefs when he was
President.>%

But for Indians to be truly equal “Americans” in Jefferson’s nation, they would have to
assimilate. If the Indians refused assimilation, they would be forced to “remove beyond the
Mississippi” both for their protection and for the advance of white settlement.>*® In 1781,
Jefferson wrote to Jean Baptiste Ducoigne, chief of the Kaskaskia nation, that “We, like you, are
Americans, born in the same land, and having the same interests.”>*° In the “natural progress of
things,” Jefferson said, Indians and whites would “blend together... intermix, and become one

people.” Jefferson's advocacy of intermarriage in this passage and elsewhere is striking. “You
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will mix with us by marriage, your blood will run in our veins, and will spread with us over this
great island.”®*! This is a particularly interesting passage as, on the surface, it contradicts
Jefferson’s strong beliefs about miscegenation. But Jefferson clearly considered white Europeans
and Indians to be equals, whereas Jefferson’s views of miscegenation seem to be with races he
deemed to be inferior.

The assimilation that Jefferson desired of the Indians had stipulations, however. One was
for them to embrace Lockean standards in which improvement of land confers ownership. In a
letter to the chiefs of the Cherokee Nation, Jefferson explained, “When a man has enclosed and
improved his farm, builds a good house on it and raised plentiful stocks of animals, he will wish
when he dies that these things shall go to his wife and children, whom he loves more than he

does his other relations, and for whom he will work with pleasure during his life.”%4?

Slavery’s Generational Impact

But it was in Query XVIII of Nofes that Jefferson unloads his feelings towards slavery
and its corruptive impacts on slaveholders:

There must doubtless be an unhappy influence on the manners of our people produced by
the existence of slavery among us. The whole commerce between master and slave is a
perpetual exercise of the most boisterous passions, the most unremitting despotism on the
one part, and degrading submissions on the other. Our children see this, and learn to
imitate it; for man is an imitative animal. This quality is the germ of all education in him.
From his cradle to his grave he is learning to do what he sees others do. If a parent could
find no motive either in his philanthropy or his self-love, for restrain in the intemperance
of passion towards his slave, it should always be a sufficient one that his child is present.
But generally it is not sufficient. The parent storms, the child looks, on catches the
lineaments of wrath, puts on the same airs in the circle of smaller slaves, gives a loose to
the worst of passions, and thus nursed, educated, and daily exercised in tyranny, cannot
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but be stamped by it with odious peculiarities. The man must be a prodigy who can retain
his manners and morals undepraved by such circumstances. >*3

Within this section, Jefferson acknowledges that slavery has a detrimental effect on the
demeanor and character of the people residing within a slave society. Jefferson’s description of
the master-slave relationship as a constant source of intense emotions and absolute control on the
part of the master contrasted with the submissive and degrading behavior of the enslaved. This
interaction, he suggests, is a never-ending cycle of domination and subservience.
And with what execration should the statesman be loaded, who, permitting one half the
citizens thus to trample on the rights of the other, transforms those into despots, and these
into enemies, destroys the morals of the one part, and the amor patrias of the other. For if
a slave can have a country in this world, it must be any other in preference to that in
which he is born to live and labour for another; in which he must lock up the faculties of
his nature, contribute as far as depends on his individual endeavors to the evanishment of

the human race, or entail his own miserable condition on the endless generations
proceeding from him.>*4

One key point Jefferson makes is the transmission of these behaviors and attitudes to the
next generation. He argues that children growing up in a slaveholding environment witness and
internalize this power dynamic. They learn to imitate the behavior they observe, as humans are
inherently inclined to mimic what they see around them. Thus, the children of slaveholders
become conditioned to accept and perpetuate the system of slavery. This imitation of tyranny and
oppression becomes ingrained in their characters, shaping their values and attitudes. Jefferson
contended that only a “prodigy” could maintain their virtue and principles under such
circumstances. From there, Jefferson argues about the dangers slavery presented to slaveholders

themselves, “No man will labour for himself who can make another labour for him.”** It must
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be emphasized that Jefferson believed that slavery had ill effects on both blacks and whites. The
“prodigies” Jefferson hoped for were his natural aristocrats that would be fostered at UVA.

Jefferson's observation that even parents who might have philanthropic or self-interested
reasons to restrain their passions towards slaves were often corrupted. He acknowledged that the
presence of a child should serve as a sufficient motivation for a parent to temper their behavior,
but it often falls short. The intergenerational transmission of these harmful behaviors persists
because many slaveholders do not recognize or prioritize the need to change their conduct.
Jefferson urged Americans to be cautious and mindful of the potential ramifications of
disregarding the natural rights of men, possibly invoking the wrath of God:

And can the liberties of a nation be thought secure when we have removed their only firm
basis, a conviction in the minds of the people that these liberties are of the gift of God?
That they are not to be violated but with His wrath? Indeed I tremble for my country
when I reflect that God is just; that his justice cannot sleep forever; that considering
numbers, nature and natural means only, a revolution of the wheel of fortune, an
exchange of situation is among possible events; that it may become probable by
supernatural interference! The Almighty has no attribute which can take side with us in
such a contest. But it is impossible to be temperate and to pursue this subject through the
various considerations of policy, of morals, of history natural and civil. We must be
contented to hope they will force their way into every one’s mind. I think a change
already perceptible, since the origin of the present Revolution. The spirit of the master is
abating, that of the slave rising from the dust, his condition mollifying, the way I hope
preparing, under the auspices of heaven, for a total emancipation, and that this is
disposed, in the order of events to be with the consent of the masters, rather than by their
extirpation.54®

Jefferson's invocation of religion is rather interesting as he was not considered religious, but
within Query XVIII, he expresses his terror of God’s judgement. He concludes the Query with
his traditional optimism that slavery is coming to an end. “God’s justice cannot sleep forever.”
Jefferson warned that a “wheel of future” or “an exchange of situation” was always possible, and

the slavers could find themselves as slaves.>’ Thus, the only way for a peaceful end of slavery

546 Notes, 170-171.
547 Ibid, 163.



145

and preservation of the Union in Jefferson’s mind was that the “mind of the master” must be
prepared “against the obstacles of self-interest to an acquiescence in the rights of others” while
the slave must be “prepared by instruction and habit for self-government.”>*® Thus, the mind of
the master must be “educated” or enlightened before the slave can be prepared for freedom.

When Notes was published, it received praise both in Europe and America from
Jefferson’s intellectual friends.>*® “I thank you kindly for your book,” wrote John Adams, I
cannot say much about it, but I think it will do its Author and his Country great Honour. The
Passages upon slavery, are worth Diamonds. They will have more effect than Volumes written
by mere Philosopher.”®*® However, Jefferson’s fears of the anti-slavery section hindering the
emancipation efforts were proven by both planters and emancipationists. Francis Kinloch, a
planter from South Carolina, wrote to Jefferson about “the general alarm which” a particular
“passage in your Notes occasioned amongst us.” Kinloch reinforced Jefferson's concerns: “It is
not easy to get rid of old prejudices, and the word 'emancipation' operates like an apparition upon
a South Carolina planter.”** Kinloch’s letter, combined with Jefferson’s observations of the
‘public mind,’ left little doubt that Jefferson could have believed Kinloch’s opinions were
widespread across the South.

Additionally, Jefferson’s analysis of blacks met with heavy criticism, both from friends
and foes alike. During the presidential election of 1800, a radical Federalist from New York, the
Reverend William Linn, attacked Jefferson in a sermon he titled, “Serious Considerations on the

Election of a President.” In the sermon, Linn accused Jefferson of challenging the Bible by
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examining the equality of blacks declaring, “Sir, we excuse you not! You have degraded the
blacks from the rank which God hath given them in the scale of being! You have advanced the
strongest argument for their state of slavery.”®*? Clement Clarke Moore, another Federalist from
New York, also attacked Jefferson in 1804, condemning Jefferson for “debasing the negro to an
order of creatures lower than those who have a fairer skin and thinner lips.””®> Jefferson’s friend
David Ramsay, who had high praise for Notes, believed Jefferson’s work “depressed the negroes
too low.”%** Jefferson, clearly exasperated by all of the criticisms, wrote to Barlow that he could
not have conveyed his conclusions of black inferiority more carefully and with greater reluctance
than he did in Notes. Jefferson stressed that his view was not permanent and that he had only
meant to express a suspicion.”>

Thus, when Jefferson ascended to the presidency in 1800, why did he not push the
Federal government for emancipation and expatriation? Previously, Southerners had regarded
slavery as a local matter; therefore, it was not within the national government's authority.>>®
Pierce Butler, a leading South Carolina planter, summarized the South’s stance clearly during the
Constitutional Convention: “the Security the Southern States want is that their negroes may not
be taken from them, which some gentlemen . . . have a very good mind to do.”™’ This sentiment

was echoed by fellow South Carolinian Charles Pinckney, declaring that blacks were “the

labourers, the peasants of the Southern States.”®® Pinckney’s cousin, Charles Cotesworth
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Pinckney, echoed both men when he openly declared that South Carolina and Georgia could not
“do without slaves.”**

Certainly, the South theoretically could have been forced in some compacity; however,
Jefferson’s view on Rhode Island not ratifying the Constitution despite political pressure is key
to his view on the matter. Jefferson would not use force or economic sanctions on Rhode Island,
insisting, “As long as there is hope, we should give her time. I cannot conceive that she will
come to rights in the long run. Force, in whatever form, would be a dangerous precedent.”*®
Thus reinforcing the belief that the South and its people must reach the conclusion of
emancipation on their own or else provide the path to tyranny. The South had a distinct identity
compared to the North, and top-down federal control over what many considered to be state
sovereignty would only worsen the problem, as Jefferson was aware.

This sectional divide had been quickly made apparent with South Carolina’s advocacy for
the fugitive slave clause within the Constitution and their contentious dispute with Massachusetts
during and after the Revolutionary War. In mid-1779, “several inhabitants of Waccamaw [South
Carolina] were plundered of a number of their Negroes by a party of the British, which Negroes
were taken by Privateers and carried to the State of Massachusetts.”*®! Massachusetts” Supreme
Court, around this time, was hearing cases about the legality of slavery in their state and, thus,
refused to return the thirty-nine black Carolinians. In response, South Carolina sent two separate
representatives to retrieve the slaves but found Massachusetts officials unwilling to hand the

black men and women over regardless of South Carolina’s commands and requests that “the very

great Ravages, which the War has occasioned in this Sort of Property ... necessitate the Return

%9 Ibid., 505.

560 Jefferson to Carrington, May 27, 1788.

%61 Petition of Samuel Hasford, Respecting Negroes Belonging to Sundry People on Waccamaw River, 21 February
1784, Journal of the South Carolina Senate, 322.



148

of these Valuable Negroes.”*®? After South Carolina’s requests were rejected three times,
Governor Benjamin Guerard claimed that Massachusetts was responsible for putting the slaves
“in a very ungenerous, vexatious and Cruel Situation” and called Massachusetts’s decision to
hold the slaves “an illegal detention ... contrary to the Articles of Confederation, and a gross
Violation of the Sovereignty and Independence of this State.”%®3

South Carolina’s now growing vendetta was not dropped, and when delegates convened
in Philadelphia in 1787 for the Constitutional Convention, South Carolina delegates arrived with
grievances regarding the still-unresolved issue of the thirty-nine black men and women living
freely in Massachusetts for nearly a decade. The quarrel, regardless of the passage of the fugitive
slave clause, ended with the slaves remaining free in Massachusetts. More importantly, it
revealed the challenges of safeguarding slave property within a Union where some states were
moving towards emancipation.

In 1785, Guerard’s successor, William Moultrie, cautioned John Hancock that the actions
of Massachusetts posed a threat not only to economic relations but also to the stability and unity
of the newly formed nation, “I am sorry to Observe that the solid Harmony which should Subsist
between the States in the Union, has not been manifested by that [Massachusetts] government to
us.”®%* South Carolina delegates were upset enough that they threatened to withdraw from the
Convention if the subject of abolition was raised again, believing it would “tear up the fabric of

the South.”®®® The sectionalism, or rather nationalism that these men expressed was not that
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different than the nationalism Jefferson had previously expressed, which was explained in
Chapter 2.

Men such as Pinckney had come to view themselves differently than the rest of the
United States, just as the colonies had viewed themselves differently than England eleven years
prior. Pinckney made sure there was no confusion when he clarified, “When I say Southern, I
mean Maryland and the states Southward.”*®® The sectional divide only expanded at the First
Congress in 1790 when a Quaker petitioned from Pennsylvania over the issue. In response,
senators from Georgia and the Carolinas boasted of “southerner’s rights” and ““southern states,”
with even George Washington recognizing slavery as distinctive to the South when he wrote
about “our section’s felicity” in a letter to Patrick Henry.*®” South Carolina representative
William Loughton Smith warned of a potential civil war if general emancipation was ever
passed, foreshadowing the conflict that would occur seven decades later.%®

Additionally, like Jefferson, most of the slaveholding aristocrats of the South’s wealth
and power were directly connected to their property. However, there was a fear of the part of
society that did not own property, not just by Jefferson but by the other Founding Fathers as
well. The urban inhabitants who did not possess land or other “property”” had no stake in society,
rendering them unreliable in becoming responsible citizens. Jefferson believed that property was
the foundation of freedom and effective governance because those without property could not

truly be free if they depended on those who did. This coincided with Jefferson’s other belief that

the only way for the United States government to remain virtuous was so long as the citizens
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stayed agrarian.”®® Jefferson believed that farmers who remained “independent in their
circumstances enlightened as to their rights, and firm in their habits of order and obedience to the
laws” would not require an active government.®’® Instead, they would be “tied to their country
and wedded to its interests, by the most lasting bonds.”®"*

Jefferson may not have prohibited slavery in the Louisiana Territory, but he wanted to
limit the slave population as much as possible. Even though the inhabitants wanted to open the
trade, the government prohibited it. Still, it was under Jefferson’s governorship that Virginia
would stop the importation of slaves. Also, when he was president, he led the effort to end the
Transatlantic Slave Trade.’’2 Historian Ari Helo notes that Jefferson had a plan to dismantle
slavery and that he was even willing to deport blacks, fulfilling his expatriation idea.>”® In 1806,
during his “Sixth Annual Message” delivered in his second term, Jefferson publicly lent his
support to ending the slave trade well before 1808:

I congratulate you, fellow citizens, on the approach of the period at which you may

interpose your authority constitutionally, to withdraw the citizens of the United States

from all further participation in the violation of human rights which have been so long
continued on the unoffending inhabitants of Africa, and which the morality, the
reputation, and the best interest of our country, have long been eager to proscribe.

Although no law you may pass can take prohibitory effect till the first day of the year one

thousand eight hundred and eight, yet the intervening period is not too long to prevent,

buy timely notice, expeditions which cannot be completed before that day.>"
On March 2, 1807, Congress complied, passing the Act Prohibiting Importation of Slaves, which

Jefferson signed into law; thus, exporting or importing slaves from abroad was outlawed.>”
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While this act weakened slavery, it did not achieve Jefferson’s vision of expatriation.
Rogue merchants ignored the law and still imported slaves unlawfully. Following Jefferson’s
retirement from office in 1808, it is estimated that these merchants smuggled in from 1,000 to
5,650 slaves, but it has largely been accepted that the 1,000 number is more realistic. However,
the effectiveness of the law was clearly felt when one looks at South Carolina. Prior to the act,
South Carolina imported 10,000 a year between 1803 and 1808. By cutting off the supply of new
slaves being imported, prices on blacks already enslaved remained high as demand was still
present. Because of this, masters’ affinity to “use up” slaves decreased to preserve the slaves that
they had. Additionally, they also changed the political power in the growing sectional divide.
The three-fifths clause gave the South representation through their slave population, but without
thousands of slaves being imported, it limited the Southern representation.®’®

Jefferson was quite pleased with his success, expressing his satisfaction in a letter to
members of the Society of Friends. He wrote:

Whatever may have been the circumstances which influenced our forefathers to permit

the introduction of personal bondage . . . we may rejoice that such circumstances, and

such a sense of them, exist no longer. . . . [and] pray . . . that all members of the human

family may, in the time prescribed by the Father . . . find themselves securely established
in the enjoyment of life, liberty, and happiness.>’’

Still, this was not the only slavery-related obstacle the Sage of Monticello faced. The crown
jewel of Jefferson’s presidency was largely considered to be the Louisiana Purchase; however,

this also opened Jefferson to being dubbed the “father of slavery in Louisiana.”®’® But, this view
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is a drastic oversimplification of the events, particularly asserting that Jefferson intended to
create slave states for the benefit of slaveholders.

Jefferson had an interest in purchasing New Orleans and the Floridas in the spring of
1802.5" Then, Secretary of State, James Madison, sent the French ambassador, Robert
Livingston, instructing him to convince France to abandon its intentions for Louisiana and to
inquire “into the extent of the cession—particularly whether it includes the Floridas as well as
New Orleans—and endeavor to ascertain the price at which these—if included in the cession,
would be yielded to the United States.”®® Livingston's negotiation attempts were all
unsuccessful, and he expressed his lack of progress and frustration to Madison in the autumn in
reaching Napoleon, who held complete control of the country. However, amidst the
discouragement, Livingston remained optimistic that the French, in time, would be willing to
part with Louisiana and cede New Orleans to the United States.>®! But, in October, a concerning
incident occurred when the Spanish intendant closed the port of New Orleans to Americans, as
reported by William E. Hulings, the United States Vice Consul at New Orleans.*® In turn, to
salvage the situation, Jefferson appointed James Monroe as a special envoy to France with
discretionary powers and the administration's full trust.>®® Monroe came through as he and
Livingston successfully negotiated a treaty with France for the purchase of Louisiana.®*

From there, Senator John Breckinridge of Kentucky begrudgingly accepted the
responsibility of drafting a short-term government proposal for the newly obtained land. To

accelerate the process and possibly influence the senator, Jefferson provided Breckinridge with
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an outline of his ideas, which the Senator largely incorporated into the bill he presented. Once
again, the dispute in the Senate primarily revolved around the issue of slavery.>® Due to the
Constitution’s provision against the federal government interfering with the slave trade until
1807, applying only to states existing in 1787, the new territory was free play for Congress to
decide.

Before Breckinridge’s bill was debated, Jefferson had submitted to Congress a document
titled “Description of Louisiana,” containing information he had gathered about the territory,
such as the existing government system, borders, inhabitants, Native Americans, and other
topics. Additionally, it included a “Digest of the Laws of Louisiana,” which contained a segment
outlining a harsh slave code written by the Spanish in 1795. While the interim government act
continued the laws in force at the time of the territory's procurement, most of the slave code were
implemented unless it contradicted the act. 58

On January 24, 1804, the Senate debated slavery in Louisiana. Early in the debate, an
amendment proposed by Federalist James Hillhouse that prohibited the importation of slaves into
the territory from foreign nations passed easily.*®’ An additional amendment by Hillhouse was
introduced to restrict the bondage of male slaves over the age of twenty-one and female slaves

over the age of eighteen to one year after their arrival in the territory.%® While this proposition

could have led to a ban on slavery in the entire territory west of the Mississippi River, it
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narrowly failed to pass. Hillhouse then proposed a motion to ban the admission of any slave
brought into the United States after May 1, 1798, which was approved.®® A third limitation on
slave importation was imposed, granting only United States citizens to bring slaves into the
Louisiana Territory. The House voted on March 26, 1804, opting to keep the slavery provisions
intact and the slave importation prohibitions.>®

The legislation faced enormous opposition from United States citizens residing in the
Orleans Territory, especially due to the lack of self-government and the ban on the slave trade.
Governor William C. C. Claiborne attributed the hostility to Americans provoked by self-
interest, particularly mentioning Edward Livingston and Daniel Clark as key figures.**! The
disgruntled residents presented a document titled “Remonstrance of the People of Louisiana” to
Congress in 1804, voicing their support in preserving the slave trade due to the form of labor
required in the region, justifying that blacks were able “to resist,” they claimed, “the combined
effects of a deleterious moisture, and a degree of heat intolerable to whites.”%%2

Due to insufficient congressional support, the abolition of slavery in the territory was not
pursued. As the “Remonstrance” demonstrated, this was critical to ensure the territory’s future.
Thus, by the time he left office, Jefferson most likely thought that the institution of slavery was
still weakened long-term through the diffusion of slaves across the nation, combined with
restrictions on importing slaves.>®® While still defeated, Jefferson, no longer anticipating “any

early provision for the extinguishment of slavery,” remained hopeful that as “the value of the

slave is everyday lessening; his burden on his master daily increasing,” the powers that be would
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be “goaded from time to time by the insurrectionary spirit of the slaves,” to take more steps
forward until “we shall be forced, after dreadful scenes and sufferings to release them in their
own way.”>%

It is important to note that there was not enough congressional support and, thus, most
likely, not enough public support either. Thomas Brannagan wrote an emancipationist pamphlet
and dispatched a copy to Jefferson in the possibility that he would support it. But Jefferson
declined his call to action and wrote to another person, most likely to indirectly respond to
Brannagan, for fear that even an acknowledgment he received from the paper would cause
political alarm among the “public mind.” Jefferson wrote to Dr. George Logan:

The cause in which he embarks is so holy, the sentiments he expresses in his letter so
friendly that it is highly painful to me to hesitate on a compliance which appears so small.

But that is not its true character, and it would be injurious even to his views for me to

commit myself on paper by answering his letter. I have most carefully avoided every

public act or manifestation on that subject. Should an occasion occur which I can

interpose with decisive effect, I shall certainly know and do my duty with promptitude
and zeal 5%

Jefferson’s silence on this matter has brought criticism from historians as he refused to publicly
secure a goal he supposedly supported privately. However, this ‘silence’ does not necessarily
imply moral assent. As Jefferson wrote to Edward Coles nine years later, “the subject of the
slavery of negroes have long since been in possession of the public, and time has only served to
give them stronger root.”*% Jefferson still did not believe the public mind was ready for
emancipation, and “[a]ny premature effort to interfere with the institution” would “jeopardize the

progress of the community as a whole toward a more enlightened understanding of its true
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collective interests.”®” However, the most likely answer to why Jefferson remained on the
sidelines and refused to endorse Brannagan’s effort publicly was because of Jefferson’s view of
his role as President. Jefferson could see the division growing in the country that would “produce
great public evil” and contended that his responsibility was not to aggravate such sectional
division but to chart a path that kept the Union and “good government” from “despotism.”%

By the end of Jefferson’s career in public service, his efforts towards eradicating slavery
were largely defeated. Restrained by the beliefs of his generation, Jefferson, in his retirement,
looked to the next generation of Virginians as the one that might champion the emancipation
movement. These young men “have sucked in the principles of liberty,” he wrote, “as it were
with their mother's milk, and it is to them, I look with anxiety to turn the fate of this question.””%°
Proper guidance, such as might be attained from his mentor George Wythe at William and Mary,
and the direction of powerful spokesmen opposed to slavery, Jefferson advised, would be
essential to any future resolution for emancipation.®%

Out of the southern states, Jefferson thought that Virginia had the best prospect for
emancipation. Even though the whites in Virginia who preferred ending slavery were a minority
of the state’s populace, Jefferson was optimistic that it was a “respectable proportion” that
continually increased through the addition of most young men who entered public life.
Accordingly, he anticipated that emancipation would take place soon in Virginia.®! He echoed

these same sentiments nearly forty years later: “It will come; and whether brought on by the

generous energy of our own minds;” he wrote, “or by the bloody process of St. Domingo, . . . [it]
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is a leaf of our history not yet turned over.” It is within this same letter that Jefferson insists that

to rid the nation of slavery, young men should enter the “public councils” and work steadily but

cautiously toward that end.5%?

Jefferson had come to the bitter conclusion that it was not his time nor place to end the
institution and that it must now fall to the next generation to decide. Jefferson had believed it
was:

Whether one generation of men has a right to bind another seems never to have been
started either on this or our side of the water... (But) between society and society, or
generation and generation there is no municipal obligation, no umpire but the law of
nature. We seem not to have perceived that, by the law of nature, one generation is to
another as one independent nation to another... On similar ground, it may be proved that
no society can make a perpetual constitution, or even a perpetual law. The earth belongs
always to the living generation... Every Constitution, then, and every law, naturally

expires at the end of nineteen years. If it be enforced longer, it is an act of force and not
of right.®%

If Jefferson learned from Madison that “they will not produce that effect,” he told Chastellux. He
printed enough copies of Notes for every young student at the College of William and Mary
because “it is to them I look, to the rising generation, and not to the one now in power, for these

great reformations.”%%
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Chapter Four:

Jefferson’s Retirement and Slavery

As Jefferson enjoyed his well-earned retirement from public office, he seldom wrote on
the topic of slavery, but the issue still gnawed on his mind over the years. Jefferson was terrified
of God's wrath on the United States and its role in the slave trade. He pondered if the nation
could endure: “Can the liberties of a nation be thought secure when we have removed their only
firm basis, a conviction in the minds of the people that these liberties are of the gift of God? That
they are not to be violated but with His wrath?®% Jefferson reflected on the nation's role, saying,
“Indeed I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just; that his justice cannot sleep
forever; that considering numbers, an exchange of situation is among possible events; that may
become probable by supernatural interference!*®%

In 1811, believing there was still a chance to solve the riddle, he approved a proposition
to colonize blacks in Africa. While he understood that most whites almost certainly were not
ready to undertake such a plan, Jefferson wished “that the United States would themselves
undertake to make such an establishment on the coast of Africa.”®®” He concluded his thoughts
by praying that God was preparing a total emancipation with the consent of the masters rather
than their extermination. Jefferson clearly understood that not only was he on the wrong side of
history, but the entire country of the United States was as well. He understood that without

supernatural interference, the only way for the emancipation of the slaves was through

bloodshed.
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Jefferson's idea of colonization did not stop with him, others gravitated towards the idea
as well, creating the American Colonization Society (ACS). The ACS was the formal brainchild
of an evangelical preacher from New Jersey named Robert Finley.®%® Just like Jefferson, the
Reverend Finley was concerned by the steady increase of the black population and took
immediate action alongside fellow clergyman, Samuel Mills. Together, they traveled throughout
the United States as missionaries and used their evangelical stature in the community as a means
of garnering support for their colonization scheme to relocate the United States black population
to its target colony, Liberia, in Africa.t%®

The ACS appealed to various slaveholding men of the Southern United States,
particularly three former presidents and founders of UVA, Jefferson, James Monroe, and James
Madison. James Madison believed that colonization prevented large numbers of inferior blacks
from residing alongside them in the South, thereby keeping the South racially pure, and would
go on to serve as the ACS president during the 1830s.51° Unlike later Northern abolitionists, the
ACS did not denounce slavery as morally evil, nor did it hold slaveowners up to execration;
instead, they viewed emancipation as a means to an end.®!!

When Congress passed the Slave Trade Act on March 4, 1819, allocating $100,000 to

assist in the resettlement of Africans intercepted from illegal slave traders, then President James
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Monroe proceeded with his colonization beliefs against the wishes of his cabinet, authorizing the
US Navy to send two agents to Africa to initiate a colony for re-captured illegal slaves.?*2 Some
within Monroe's cabinet, such as John Quincy Adams, argued that acquiring land in Africa was
unconstitutional and that the Slave Trade Act did not authorize the United States to purchase
African territory. Nevertheless, ships continued to transport groups of black settlers from the
United States to Africa's lands.%*3

As the African-American population in the region gradually increased, there was a
growing need for more territory to accommodate those wishing to settle there. ACS agents in
Liberia negotiated with local chiefs to expand the existing territory beyond Cape Mesurado in
1821. In the final stage of this land acquisition process, they named the capital of Liberia
“Monrovia” in honor of President James Monroe.®** Monroe saw the immense opportunities
Africa presented and proposed a bill to establish an agency in West Africa, like the British one in
Sierra Leone. This agency would facilitate the acceptance of free blacks and the establishment of
a permanent settlement, potentially resolving the persistent racial issues troubling the United
States.%® However, the federal government hesitated to provide financial support to the
colonization movement, as there was still no consensus on the issue within the “public mind.”

Jefferson was massively supportive of the ACS, believing that a “colony of free blacks on
the west coast of Africa might introduce among the aborigines the arts of cultivated life and the
blessings of civilization and science.”®!® Jefferson simultaneously believed that since Liberia was

located in the heart of where the slave trade transpired in Africa, it could be compensation for the
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injuries and injustices inflicted on the Africans by the white man.®'” However, Jefferson did not
believe that the ACS's efforts were going to be enough to curb the growing black population,
“we cannot,” Jefferson said, “get rid of them this way.”

Jefferson became obsessed with the numbers and saw that in 1817, there were fewer than
one and a half million slaves in the United States. The ACS, in its entirety, transported fifteen
thousand blacks to Liberia. Jefferson believed that the ACS, like all the other emancipationist
efforts, was being rejected by the “public mind” of the South. Outside of Virginia and Maryland,
the ACS was not popular among slaveowners. In slave states such as South Carolina and
Georgia, planters vigorously resisted the efforts to deprive them of their labor force, demanding
they required more slave labor, not less.%!8

In Jefferson's retirement years, he took a different approach to slavery than he had
previously. Compared to his involvement in the Northwest Ordinance of 1784, Jefferson's
response to the Missouri Compromise was not one of an emancipationist. Previously, he had
proposed a similar line in his governmental plan for the western territory, but what changed?
Many situations had changed compared to 1784. Jefferson was less optimistic about the future of
slavery after decades of defeats. His position on the diffusion of slavery had shifted. His belief in
the role of the federal government had shifted. And, perhaps most importantly, Jefferson saw that
the nation was caught between self-preservation and justice. In his later years, Jefferson declared
his regret over the impending implosion of his nation:

In the belief that the useless sacrifice of themselves by the generation of 1776 to acquire

self-government and happiness in their country, is to be thrown away by the unwise and

unworthy passions of their sons, and that my only consolation is to be, that I live not to
weep over it.51°
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The slavery dilemma on the future of the United States clearly upset Jefferson, who
believed that self-preservation is the first natural right, but what if two self-preservations are at
odds? Jefferson contended that since slave owners had a valid concern about preventing slave
uprisings, they were justified in their efforts to expand slavery into new territories. This
expansion would help disperse concentrations of potentially rebellious slaves.®?° Jefferson was
deeply troubled by the Missouri Compromise and how it limited slavery. In a letter to his long-
time “frenemy” John Adams following the opening of the Sixteenth Congress, Jefferson said,
“The Missouri question is a breaker on which we lose the Missouri country by revolt, and what
more, God only knows. From the battle of Bunker's Hill to the treaty of Paris, we never had so
ominous a question.”®?! Prior, Jefferson had essentially isolated himself in his retirement from
the affairs of the United States, but the compromise “like a fire bell in the night, awakened and
filled me with terror.”®?2 Following this, Jefferson's attention was fixed on the Missouri
controversy for the next couple of years.

However, was Jefferson upset because this would ban slavery in states located above the
36°30' N latitude line of the Missouri border or because it was a federal government overreach
over states' rights? Jefferson still did not believe that the federal government had any authority to
restrict slavery to where it already existed, nor should it. As demonstrated throughout the
previous chapters, Jefferson still held no love for slavery in his retirement, stating, “there is not a
man on earth who would sacrifice more than [ would, to relieve us from this heavy reproach

[slavery], in any practical way.” This is perhaps the most important part of his letter to Holmes,
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the use of the word “practical.” As previously stated in Chapter 3, Jefferson would not
emancipate his slaves just because they should be freed; it is not practical in his mind:
The cession of that kind of property, for so it is misnamed, is a bagatelle which would not

cost me a second thought if, in that way, a general emancipation and expatriation could
be effected, and gradually, and with due sacrifices, I think it might be.®?®

Jefferson continued with arguably his most famous quote regarding slavery, “we have the
wolf by the ear, and we can neither hold him nor safely let him go. justice is in one scale, and
self-preservation in the other.”®* Jefferson believed that slavery should be left to the states
through popular sovereignty, and if the Northern free states interfered with the Southern slave
states, it could break up the Union. Jefferson firmly placed this geographical divide that was
being created at the feet of the Federalist Party, believing they desired “a division of parties by a
geographical line” because they could obtain power in no other way.%%° Jefferson contended this
believed ploy by the Federalists would only hinder the eventual eradication of slavery, “All
know that permitting the slaves of the South to spread into the West,” he wrote, “will not add one
being to that unfortunate condition, . . . and by spreading them over a larger surface, will dilute
the evil everywhere,” and thus accelerate its demise.®?® This compromise in Jefferson's mind was
the collapse of the United States, “I regret,” Jefferson declared, “that [ am now to die in the
belief that the useless sacrifice of themselves by the generation of 1776, to acquire self-
government and happiness to their country, is to be thrown away by the unwise and unworthy

passions of their sons and that my only consolation is to be, that I live not to weep over it.”%?’
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During the critical debates of the controversy, Jefferson was particularly hostile towards
the New York politicians, led by Senator Rufus King and Governor De Witt Clinton, whose
demands for slavery's prohibition in the Louisiana Purchase fanned sectional hostilities. “The
Missouri question... is the most portentous one I have ever contemplated,” Jefferson wrote in a
letter to President Monroe, “King is ready to risk the union for any chance of restoring his party
to power and wriggling himself to the head of it, nor is Clinton without his hopes nor scrupulous
as to the means of fulfilling them.”?®

Jefferson's fears over slavery quickly became intertwined with his fears over an
oppressive government, questioning, “Are our slaves to be presented with freedom and a dagger?
For if Congress has a power to regulate the conditions of the inhabitants of the states, within the
states it will be but another exercise 