42. Thomas Jefferson on Race and Slavery
(1781)

Source: Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia (Philadelphia,
1788), pp. 14553, 172-73.

- No American of the revolutionary generation did more to shape prevail-
ing views on race than Thomas Jefferson. His writings reflected a divided,

even tortured mind. In Notes on the State of Virginia, written in 1781 and
published a few years later, Jefferson ruminated on whether blacks should
be considered inferior to whites. Although generally, Jefferson attributed
different peoples’ varying degrees of civilization to environmental fac-
tors, he concluded that what he considered blacks’ inferiority was innate.
Jefferson made clear that he understood that slavery violated the princi-
ples of the Declaration of Independence he had written. He looked for-
ward to the day when slaves would be emancipated. But, he insisted, once
freed, they must be removed from the United States. Blacks, in Jefferson’s
view, could never become equal members of the American nation.

Many oF THE laws which were in force during the monarchy
being relative merely to that form of government, or inculcating
principles inconsistent with republicanism, the first assembly which
met after the establishment of the commonwealth appointed a
committee to revise the whole code. ... The following are the most
remarkable alterations proposed....

Toemancipate all slaves born after passing the act. The bill reported
by the revisors does not itself contain this proposition; but an amend-
ment containing it was prepared, to be offered the legislature when-
ever the bill should be taken up, and further directing, that they
should continue with their parents to a certain age, then be brought
up, at the public expence, to tillage, arts or sciences, according to
their geniusses, till the females should be eighteen, and the males
twenty-one years of age, when they should be colonized to such place
as the circumstances of the time should render most proper, send-
ing them out with arms, implements of household and of the handi-
craft arts, seeds, pairs of the useful domestic animals, &c. to declare
them a free and independant people, and extend to them our alliance
and protection, till they have acquired strength; and to send vessels
to the other parts of the world for an equal number of white inhabit-
ants; to induce whom to migrate hither, proper encouragements
were to be proposed. It will probably be asked, Why not retain and



incorporate the blacks into the state, and thus save the expence of
supplying, by importation of white settlers, the vacancies they will
leave? Deep rooted prejudices entertained by the whites; ten thou-
sand 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 extermina-
tion of one or the other race.
oo

—To these objections, which are political, may be added others,
which are physical and moral. The first difference which strikes us
is that of colour. Whether the black of the negro resides in the retic-
ular membrane between the skin and scarf-skin, or in the scarf-skin
itself; whether it proceeds from the colour of the blood, the colour of
the bile, or from that of some other secretion, the difference is fixed
in nature, and is as real as if its seat and cause were better known to
us. 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 colour in the one, preferable to that eternal
monotony, which reigns in the countenances, that immoveable veil
of black which covers all the emotions of the other race?...

They seem to require less sleep. A black after hard labour 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 the morning. They are at least as brave, and more adven-
turesome. But this may perhaps proceed from a want of forethought,
which prevents their seeing a danger till it be present. When pres-
ent, they do not go through it with more coolness or steadiness than
the whites. They are more ardent after their female: but love seems
with them to be more an eager desire, than a tender delicate mixture
of sentiment and sensation. Their griefs are transient. Those number-
less afflictions, which render it doubtful whether heaven has given
life to us in mercy or in wrath, are less felt, and sooner forgotten with



them. In general, their existence appears to participate more of sensa-
tion than reflection....

—The opinion, that they are inferior in the faculties of reason
and imagination, must be hazarded with great diffidence. To justify
a general conclusion, requires many observations, even where the
subject may be submitted to the anatomical knife, to optical glasses,
to analysis by fire, or by solvents. How much more then where itisa
faculty, not a substance, we are examining; where it eludes the
research of all the senses; where the conditions of its existence are
various and variously combined; where the effects of those which
are present or absent bid defiance to calculation; let me add too, as
a circumstance of great tenderness, where our conclusion would
degrade a whole race of men from the rank in the scale of beings
which their Creator may perhaps have given them....I advance it
therefore as a suspicion only, that the blacks, whether originally a
distinct race, or made distinct by time and circumstances, are infe-
rior to the whites in the endowments both of body and mind....

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 eitherin his philanthropy or his self-love, for restrain-
ing the intemperance of passion towards his slave, it would always
be a sufficient one that his child is present. But generally it is not suf-
ficient. 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
Ioose to his worst of passions, and thus nursed, educated, and daily
exercised in tyranny, cannot but be stamped by it with odious pecu-
liarities. The man must be a prodigy who can retain his manners and
morals undepraved by such circumstances. And with what execration
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should the statesman be loaded, who permitting one half the cig;.
zens thus to trample on the rights of the other, transforms those intg
despots, and these into enemies, destroys the morals of the one part,
and the amor patriae of the other. For if a slave can have a country i
this world, it must be any other in preference to that in which he jg
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 individya]
endeavours to the evanishment of the human race, or entail his owp
miserable condition on the endless generations proceeding from
him. With the morals of the people, their industry also is destroyeg,
Forin a warm climate, no man will labour for himself who can make
another labour for him. This is so true, that of the proprietors of
slaves a very small proportion indeed are ever seen to labour. Ang
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 for ever.
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