
Thomas Jefferson and Slavery: as he wrote about it… 

1. In Jefferson’s original rough draught of the Declaration of Independence “…he 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:11 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, by 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.” 

• Did Thomas Jefferson believe slaves were men? 
• Did he mean only “males” were slaves or did he include “females?” 
• Who did he condemn for slavery? 

 

2.  In Notes on the State of Virginia: “Comparing them by their faculties of memory, 
reason, and imagination, it appears to me, that in memory they are equal to the whites; in 
reason much inferior, as I think one could scarcely be found capable of tracing and 
comprehending the investigations of Euclid; and that in imagination they are dull, 
tasteless, and anomalous.” 

• Did Thomas Jefferson believe whites and blacks were equal? Explain. 

 
3. In Notes on the State of Virginia: “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 restraining the intemperance of passion toward 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 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.” 

 
• What did Thomas Jefferson believe was the effect of slavery on people 

and society? 
 


