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Jefferson was an outspoken abolitionist, but he himself owned slaves  

during the course of his lifetime. Although these facts appear conflicted, recent  

historians show he may have mortgaged his property at Monticello, which would 

have included possessions, and therefore financially his hands were tied. 

•  On paper he often discusses the matter, wanting a resolution, but realistically  

  showing a quick fix could never be reached in his own lifetime. 

•  According to evidence shown at the historic site of Monticello, Jefferson did 

  invest in training and schooling his slaves in higher skills

•  Apparently he believed that once freed, the former slaves would cause chaos to  

  the justice system in America.

•  Jefferson did try to abolish slavery more than once. In 1807 he signed a bill  

  abolishing the slave trade.
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During 1820, in a letter to John Holmes, he writes of American involvement in the issue of slavery: 

I can say with conscious truth that there is not a man on earth who would sacrifice more than I would, to 

relieve us from this heavy reproach, in any practicable way. the cession of that kind of property, for so it 

is misnamed, is a bagatelle which would not cost me in a second thought, if, in that way, a general eman-

cipation and expatriation could be effected: and, gradually, and with due sacrifices, I think it might be. 

but, as it is, 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. of one thing I am certain, that as the passage of slaves from 

one state to another would not make a slave of a single human being who would not be so without it, so 

their diffusion over a greater surface would make them individually happier and proportionally facilitate 

the accomplishment of their emancipation, by dividing the burthen on a greater number of co-adjutors. 

an abstinence too from this act of power would remove the jealousy excited by the undertaking of Con-

gress, to regulate the condition of the different descriptions of men composing a state. this certainly is 

the exclusive right of every state, which nothing in the constitution has taken from them and given to the 

general government. could congress, for example say that the Non-freemen of Connecticut, shall be free-

men, or that they shall not emigrate into any other state?

Jefferson, Thomas. “Thomas Jefferson to John Holmes.” 1820. Library of Congress.  
  The Library of Congress. Washington D.C., 2011. Web. 07.01.2012.  
  <http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/jefferson/159.html>
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From Notes on the State of Virginia, Query XVIII: “Manners”

The particular customs and manners that may happen to be received in that state?

  (1784-1826)

   It is difficult to determine on the standard by which the manners of a nation may be tried, whether 

catholic, or particular. It is more difficult for a native to bring to that standard the manners of his own 

nation, familiarized to him by habit. 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 learn-

ing 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 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 his worst of 

passions, and thus nursed, educated, and daily exercised in tyranny, cannot but be stamped by it with 
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odious peculiarities. The man must be a prodigy who can retain his manners and morals undepraved by 

such circumstances. 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 en-

emies, destroys the morals of the one part, and the amor patriae 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 individ-

ual endeavours to the evanishment of the human race, or entail his own miserable condition on the end-

less generations proceeding from him. With the morals of the people, their industry also is destroyed. 

For in 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. 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 reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep for 

ever: 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 interfer-

ence! The Almighty has no attribute which can take side with us in such a contest. — But it is impossible 
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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.

Jefferson, Thomas. Notes on the State of Virginia. 1743-1826. University of Virginia—Scholars Lab.  
  University of Virginia. Charlottesville, 2011. Web. 07.01.2012.  
  <http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/JefVirg.html>


