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ABSTRACT
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Thomas Jefferson is one of the most important figures in American history. A man who
served as Secretary of State, Vice President and - between 1801 and 1808 - third President
of the United States, Jefferson is best known for authoring the American Declaration of
Independence in 1776. Despite proclaiming the right of all men to freedom in the
celebrated document, Jefferson owned over 200 slaves for most of his adult life. Moreover,
he famously declared black people inferior to whites. For these reasons, he is an
increasingly controversial figure amongst historians and the public. Jefferson’s prominence
in the early years of the American Republic has led many scholars to claim that his beliefs
about slavery and race were representative of general Virginian views during his life. This
thesis questions previous historians’ reliance on Jefferson as a gauge for broader
perspectives by placing his opinions on the topics of slavery, ownership, race and
colonization within the context of Virginian society in the era spanning from 1769 to 1832.
To achieve this objective, the research employs an original comparative approach that
evaluates the perceptions of other leading Virginian figures from the era - including George
Washington and James Madison - as well as those from lower social classes. This method
produces a range of conclusions that must change the way we consider both Jefferson and
the society in which he operated.
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Introduction

Since authoring the American colonies’ Declaration of Independence from Great Britain in
July 1776, Thomas Jefferson has been one of the United States’ most prominent figures.
Born in April 1743 at his father’s estate in the Virginian town of Shadwell, Albemarle
County, Jefferson initially trained as a lawyer and started practising as a member of the bar
in 1765.1 Even at this early stage, however, Jefferson had displayed an interest in public
service and natural rights philosophies. Consequently, he was elected as Albemarle
County’s representative to the Virginia House of Burgesses in May 1769.2 Jefferson rose to
national prominence seven years later when his composition at the second American
Continental Congress became the mantra by which the former British colonies liberated
themselves from Parliamentary rule. In the following thirty-three years, Jefferson served in
various roles for the New Republic, including ambassador to France (1785-1789), Secretary
of State (1789-1793), Vice President (1796-1800) and, finally, third President of the United
States (1801-1809).2 These accomplishments have meant that ‘Thomas Jefferson still
survives’ in the American psyche nearly two centuries after his death.*

Despite being deified as an ‘Apostle of Freedom’ for his leading role in the
American Revolution, Jefferson possessed a substantial quantity of slaves throughout his
life.® In fact, he oversaw ‘one of the largest slave populations in Virginia’ for much of his
adulthood. More damningly, he only freed eight labourers, a figure which represented less
than two percent of those who toiled for him.® His views on race were equally
controversial. In his only published book, Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson declared
African-Americans mentally and physically ‘inferior’ to white men. Indeed, he believed that
the differences between the two races were such that blacks needed to be removed from

Virginia to prevent them ‘staining the blood’ of their white contemporaries.’

1 F. Shuffelton, ‘Introduction’, in F. Shuffelton (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Thomas Jefferson (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2009), p.1; Library of Congress, ‘1743 to 1774’, Library of Congress: Thomas Jefferson Papers, 1606-1827,
accessed on Sunday 24 March 2019, https://www.loc.gov/collections/thomas-jefferson-papers/articles-and-essays/the-
thomas-jefferson-papers-timeline-1743-t0-1827/1743-to-1774/.

2 Library of Congress, ‘1743 to 1774, Library of Congress: Thomas Jefferson Papers; Shuffelton, ‘Introduction’, in Shuffelton
(ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Thomas Jefferson, p.1.

3J. C. Miller, The Wolf by the Ears: Thomas Jefferson and Slavery (London: Collier MacMillan, 1977), p.120.

4F. D. Cogliano, Thomas Jefferson: Reputation and Legacy (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2006), p.260.

5 Ibid., p.262.

6 G. Wood, ‘The Ghosts of Monticello’, in J. E. Lewis & P. S. Onuf (eds.), Sally Hemings and Thomas Jefferson: History, Memory,
and Civic Culture (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1999), p.21; B. Fehn, ‘Thomas Jefferson and Slaves: Teaching an
American Paradox’, in OAH Magazine of History, Vol. 14, No. 2, The Early Republic (Winter 2000), p.25; L. Stanton, “Those
Who Labor for My Happiness”: Thomas Jefferson and His Slaves’, in P. S. Onuf (ed.), Jeffersonian Legacies (Charlottesville:
University Press of Virginia, 1993), p.148; P. Finkelman, ‘Jefferson and Slavery: “Treason Against the Hopes of the World™’, in
P. S. Onuf (ed.), Jeffersonian Legacies (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1993), p.204.

7T. Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia (Boston: Wells & Lilly, - Court Street, 1829), pp.150 & 151. Retrieved from Hathi
Trust Digital Library, accessed on Sunday 24 March 2019, https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/008651842.
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This thesis analyses Jefferson’s complex opinions on slavery and race by placing
them - as well as his actions as an owner - within the context of Virginian society in the era
between 1769 and 1832. By pursuing this ambition, the study evaluates the view that
Jefferson was ‘a representative figure of his day’.? In particular, it challenges the popular
contention - first voiced by Winthrop Jordan in 1968 - that Jefferson ‘may be taken as
accurately reflecting common presuppositions and sensitivities even though many
Americans disagreed with some of his conclusions’.® Furthermore, Jefferson’s actions as a
slaveholder are compared and contrasted with those of his peers to discern whether he
was a reliable gauge of tendencies amongst planters in post-Revolutionary Virginia, as
recent critics have suggested.® Pursuing these goals will both increase our understanding
of Jefferson and heighten our knowledge of the culture in which he operated.

This analysis is required for numerous reasons. First, the desire to see Jefferson as
a mirror of eighteenth and nineteenth-century values has placed ‘an inappropriate burden’
on America’s third President.' In fact, it is not overstating the point to suggest that large
amounts of scholarship in the last half century has abided by the view - first voiced in the
nineteenth century - that ‘If Jefferson was wrong, America is wrong. If America is right,
Jefferson was right’.2? This reliance has neither helped Jefferson or those studying him, for
it has created a culture in which he is portrayed as ‘all racist or all liberator’.:3

Recent calls for extra work to be undertaken to situate Jefferson’s beliefs in their
correct framework further demonstrate the urgent need for this type of research.
Following a conference attended by leading Jefferson academics in 2007, Andrew
O’Shaughnessy certainly noted his fellow historians’ “frustration with the current state of
the scholarship’ and highlighted ‘the need for a major re-evaluation of Jefferson that seeks
to go beyond merely treating him as contradictory and hypocritical and rather places him in
his historical context and avoids the implicit anachronism of much of the current
historiography’.** Equally, Ari Helo called for greater emphasis to be placed on context in
Jefferson studies in 2014. Helo affirmed that - on the subject of race in particular - ‘The

problem’ with evaluations of Jefferson ‘is historical. No sane person today would agree

8 G. Wood, ‘Jefferson in His Time’, in The Wilson Quarterly, Vol. 17, No. 2 (Spring 1993), p.38.

2 W. D. Jordan, White over Black: American Attitudes Toward the Negro, 1550-1812 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press for the Institute of Early American History and Culture, 1968), p.429.

10 Finkelman, ‘Jefferson and Slavery’, in Onuf (ed.), Jeffersonian Legacies, p.186; Wood, ‘Jefferson in His Time’, in The Wilson
Quarterly, p.40.

11, E. Lewis & P. S. Onuf, ‘Introduction’, in J. E. Lewis & P. S. Onuf (eds.), Sally Hemings and Thomas Jefferson: History,
Memory, and Civic Culture (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1999), p.3.

12p. S. Onuf, ‘Thomas Jefferson and American Democracy’, in J. B. Boles & R. L. Hall (eds.), Seeing Jefferson Anew: In His Time
and Ours (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2010), p.19.

13 Cogliano, Thomas Jefferson, p.210.

14 A. ). O’Shaughnessy, ‘Afterword’, in J. B. Boles & R. L. Hall (eds.), Seeing Jefferson Anew: In His Time and Ours
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2010), p.196.
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with Jefferson’s racist grounds for arguing that African Americans should establish
themselves as a distinct nation. Neither do many people share Jefferson’s outspoken belief
that rocks grow’.”® The following chapters answer such appeals by placing Jefferson’s
perceptions alongside those of his peers. By doing so, the thesis furthers scholarship by
demonstrating that Jefferson was often not indicative of Virginian views. Indeed, the core
message of this evaluation is that the changes evident in Virginian society after the
American Revolution were caused by an amalgamation of different forces that cut across
social class, rather than one coherent and unified worldview. As such, Jefferson should
neither be lauded for every success of the era or lamented for the failures of early national
America.

To achieve these objectives, Jefferson’s behaviour as a master and his affirmations
concerning slavery, race and colonization are placed alongside those of other prominent
statesmen and planters from his generation. These figures include James Madison, George
Mason, James Monroe and George Washington, in addition to less lauded Virginian
leaders, such as Robert Carter, Richard Henry Lee, John Randolph, St. George Tucker and
George Tucker. This method has been employed as it is recognised that an accurate
evaluation of Jefferson’s life ‘must compare him to his peers - the intellectual, political, and
cultural leaders of his generation’.’® The aforementioned figures undeniably qualify for this
status. For instance, Madison, Washington and James Monroe all served as President of the
United States, while St. George Tucker was a leading Virginian judge. Furthermore, John
Marshall was appointed Chief Justice of the Supreme Court in 1801 and held the post for
the remaining thirty-four years of his life. John Randolph and George Tucker, meanwhile,
represented Virginia in Congress.”

These statesmen were also like Jefferson - and, therefore, represent an ideal gauge
against which he can be measured - because they owned a large quantity of African-
American workers. James Monroe’s slaveholdings certainly expanded to a comparable
extent to Jefferson’s. Monroe inherited his first slave in 1774. By 1820, when he was

American President, Monroe possessed over seventy-five labourers.'® Similarly,

15 A. Helo, Thomas Jefferson’s Ethics and the Politics of Human Progress: The Morality of a Slaveholder (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2014), p.9.

16 Finkelman, ‘Jefferson and Slavery’, in Onuf (ed.), Jeffersonian Legacies, p.186; P. Finkelman, Slavery and the Founders: Race
and Liberty in the Age of Jefferson - 2" ed. (New York: M. E. Sharpe, 2001), p.134.

17 Finkelman, ‘Jefferson and Slavery’, in Onuf (ed.), Jeffersonian Legacies, p.197; J. E. Smith, John Marshall: Definer of a Nation
(New York: Henry Holt & Co., 1996), p.1; Encyclopaedia Britannica, The Founding Fathers: The Essential Guide to the Men Who
Made America (Chichester: John Wiley, 2007), pp.129, 151, 158, 166 & 197-198 contains information on all the above figures;
G. E. White, ‘Review: Reassessing John Marshall’, in The William and Mary Quarterly, Third Series, Vol. 58, No. 3 (July 2001),
pp.673 & 685; M. K. Curtis, ‘St. George Tucker and the Legacy of Slavery’, in The William and Mary Law Review, Vol. 47, No. 4
(Feb., 2006), p.1158.

18 A, Scherr, ‘Governor James Monroe and the Southampton Slave Resistance of 1799’, in The Historian, Vol. 61, No. 3 (March
1999), p.568.
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Washington and Madison - who both kept in excess of 100 slaves for most of their adult
lives - inhabited plantations that were amongst the largest in Fairfax County and Orange
County respectively.’® Additionally, St. George Tucker lived alongside a sizeable quantity of
slaves throughout his life, having been born in Bermuda as the son of a wealthy planter.?°
The one exception to this trend was John Marshall, who never held a substantial amount of
African-American workers. Records suggest that Marshall owned just ‘six tithable slaves’ in
June 1788.2 Nonetheless, Marshall’s views on slavery are worth comparing with
Jefferson’s, for his lengthy tenure as Chief Justice of America’s Supreme Court has meant
that he is hailed as a member of America’s ‘gallery of greats’.??

By focusing on slavery, ownership and race, the project advances existing
scholarship on Virginia’s Revolutionary generation, for Jefferson’s stance on these themes
has received far more scrutiny than the opinions of his fellow leaders. For instance, Joseph
Ellis postulates that slavery has often ‘not received the scholarly attention it deserves’ in
evaluations of George Washington.? Likewise, most academic pieces regarding George
Mason ‘have offered little more than a passing mention of Mason's slavery-related
conundrum’.?* Perhaps even more extraordinarily, Robert Carter - who emancipated over
500 slaves in the decade after 1791 - has been subjected to sparse analysis. Indeed, the
coverage afforded this little-known emancipator had amounted to less than one hundred
pages before a survey was undertaken by Andrew Levy in 2005.% Barely any scholarship
has since been produced on the Cumberland County planter. Carter is not the only liberator
whose deeds have been overlooked. As the following chapters demonstrate, numerous

manumissions were undertaken by small and middle-ranking slaveholders that alter the

19 K. Morgan, ‘George Washington and the Problem of Slavery’, in Journal of American Studies, Vol. 34, No. 2 (Aug., 2000),
p.281; D. R. McCoy, The Last of the Fathers: James Madison and the Republican Legacy (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1989), pp.230 & 308; L. S. Walsh, ‘Slavery and Agriculture at Mount Vernon’, in P. J. Schwarz (ed.), Slavery at the Home
of George Washington (Mount Vernon, Va.: Mount Vernon Ladies Association, 2001), p.48; S. J. Kester, The Haunted
Philosophe: James Madison, Republicanism, and Slavery (Lanham: Lexington Press, 2008), p.99; see map 1.3 in appendix,
p.328 for the location of Madison and Washington'’s plantations.

20p, Finkelman, ‘The Dragon St. George Could Not Slay: Tucker’s Plan to End Slavery’, in The William and Mary Law Review,
Vol. 47, No. 4 (Feb., 2006), p.1214.

21 C. T. Cullen & H. A. Johnson (eds.), The Papers of John Marshall, Vol. 2: Correspondence and Papers, July 1788 - December
1795. Account Book, July 1788 - December 1795 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press for the Institute of Early
American History and Culture, 1977), p.338, footnote 23.

22, ). Ellis, ‘Introduction’, in Encyclopaedia Britannica, The Founding Fathers: The Essential Guide to the Men Who Made
America (Chichester: John Wiley, 2007), p.1; S. Dunn, Dominion of Memories: Jefferson, Madison and the Decline of Virginia
(New York: Basic Books, 2007), p.4.

23 ). ). Ellis, His Excellency: George Washington (London: Faber, 2005), p.311, footnote 22.

2. Bellamy, ‘George Mason: Slave Owning Virginia Planter as

Slavery Opponent?’, Top Scholar: The Research and Creative Database of WKU, accessed on Sunday 24 March 2019,
http://digitalcommons.wku.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1524&context=theses, p.8.

%5 A, Levy, The First Emancipator: The Forgotten Story of Robert Carter, the Founding Father Who Freed his Slaves (New York:
Random House, 2005), pp.xii-xiv.
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complexion of slavery in the post-Revolutionary epoch. Such events raise important
questions about whether Jefferson could have done more to challenge the institution.?®

Similarly, Jefferson’s contemporaries have not had their outlook on race as
frequently critiqued. Henry Wiencek rightly contends that George Washington’s perception
of the topic has not been analysed in enough detail, while Andrew Burstein and Nancy
Isenberg affirm that James Madison’s comments on African-Americans are seldom
‘examined under the sharp lens that history has focused on Jefferson’.?’ In fact, Richard
Bernstein thought that Madison had not received the overall scholarly attention that was
due to him.?® Additionally, when he had been studied - in the immediate aftermath of the
Civil War - Madison was falsely portrayed ‘as an advocate of state sovereignty and even as
an ally of the alleged prophet of secession, Jefferson’.?°

Although much emphasis is placed on the observations of these statesmen, the
perspectives of those further down the Virginian social hierarchy are also evaluated.
Adopting this approach challenges previous scholarship produced by the constitutional
historian Paul Finkelman, who asserts that Jefferson should only be contrasted with other
leaders of the early American Republic. Finkelman reasons that any study of Jefferson’s
legacy needs to be limited to comparing him with elite figures, for ‘It will not do to defend
Jefferson on the ground that he was a southerner, a slaveowner, and a man of his times’.3°
Additionally, it is arguable that analysing a broad range of characters from multiple
backgrounds increases the risk of Jefferson’s voice losing its prominence.

Nevertheless, it is necessary to survey a greater sample of Virginians, as such men
and women lived in the same historical context as Jefferson and represent an effective
gauge from which to investigate how characteristic his philosophies were. Equally, part of
the problem with existing scholarship - as exemplified by Finkelman’s appraisal - has been
the tendency to assume that less prominent Virginians agreed with Jefferson, rather than
test whether such a hypothesis is true. This evaluation, consequently, seeks to demonstrate
that analysing lower-profile individuals provides a more accurate context in which to
situate Jefferson’s legacy. For instance, if it is found that Jefferson was a greater opponent
of the institution than most Virginians, it would be reasonable to conclude that some
criticism of his inability to oversee the abolition of slavery has been overstated and that his

later inaction was merely an acknowledgement that Old Dominion’s citizens were against

26 |bid., pp.180-181.

27 H. Wiencek, An Imperfect God: George Washington, His Slaves and the Creation of America (London: Macmillan, 2004),
p.220; A. Burstein & N. Isenberg, Madison and Jefferson (New York: Random House, 2010), p.200.

28 R. B. Bernstein, The Founding Fathers Reconsidered (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p.116.

 Ibid., p.142.

30 Finkelman, ‘Jefferson and Slavery’, in Onuf (ed.), Jeffersonian Legacies, p.186.

10



Stuart McBratney
Student I. D. Number: 0606244

abolition. Paradoxically, if Jefferson only matched or fell below the standards of ordinary
Virginians, then it will become clear that his main legacy concerning the system was his
failure to act.®

Using this comparative approach provides the thesis with originality, for - despite
the large amount of work that has already been produced on Jefferson’s relationship with
slavery - such a broad study has rarely been attempted. Thus, while it is true that
Jefferson’s opinions on slavery and race have been unfavourably contrasted with those of
high-profile Northern statesmen of the founding generation like John Jay and Alexander
Hamilton, a comparative methodology like the one outlined has ‘attracted relatively little

attention from historians’ of either Jefferson or his Virginian peers.3?

Despite arguing that it is misleading to view Virginian society through the beliefs of one
man, this thesis recognises Jefferson’s unique importance in American history.
Consequently, although the project seeks to contextualise his thoughts, it endeavours not
to detract from Jefferson’s status as a figurehead of the early American republic. There are
many reasons why Jefferson’s opinions on slavery and race remain significant almost two
centuries after his death. As Winthrop Jordan contends, in the years following 1776, ‘the
speculations of Thomas Jefferson were of great importance because so many people read
and reacted to them’.3 Jefferson’s pre-eminence was maintained well into the nineteenth
century, during which his statements concerning the topics of slavery and race ‘were more
widely read, in all probability, than any others’.3

This viewpoint has enjoyed almost unchallenged currency since Jefferson’s death in
1826. Indeed, ‘In books, articles, blogs, and websites, he strides across the American stage
as a potent, overpowering actor’.?® Jefferson’s famous musings on natural rights have seen
him assume a ‘cult hero’ status amongst generations of citizens from all political
standpoints. This versatility has led one scholar to label him America’s ‘Great Sphinx’.*® It is

certainly true that a survey of American political perspectives in the 1960s demonstrated

31). ). Ellis, Founding Brothers: The Revolutionary Generation (New York: Vintage Books, 2002), p.241.

32 Morgan, ‘George Washington and the Problem of Slavery’, in Journal of American Studies, p.280.

3 W. D. Jordan, The White Man’s Burden: Historical Origins of Racism in the United States (London: Oxford University Press,
1974), p.165.

34 Ibid.

35 H. Wiencek, Master of the Mountain: Thomas Jefferson and His Slaves (New York: Farrar, Straus Giroux, 2012), p.271.

36 . ). Ellis, “American Sphinx: The Contradictions of Thomas Jefferson’, Library of Congress: Thomas Jefferson Papers, 1606-
1827, accessed on Sunday 24 March 2019, https://www.loc.gov/collections/thomas-jefferson-papers/articles-and-
essays/american-sphinx-the-contraditions-of-thomas-jefferson/.
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that seven different ideologies could claim Jefferson as their torchbearer.’” More recently,
Annette Gordon-Reed has illustrated ‘that Thomas Jefferson can be cited to support almost
any position on slavery and the race question that could exist’.3®

Of the many contradictions presented by Jefferson’s life, perhaps the most tragic
was his strained relationship with slavery. Jefferson’s complicated association with the
institution started from the moment he was born. In fact, one of his earliest memories ‘was
of “a trusted slave carrying him ... on a pillow”’ whilst travelling from Shadwell to
Richmond.? Jefferson obtained his first slaves - inherited from his deceased father - on his
twenty-first birthday in 1764. His holdings swelled again seven years later, when his father-
in-law - John Wayles - passed away, bequeathing Jefferson another 135 slaves.*
Accordingly, in 1776, while he was penning the mantra by which Americans asserted their
right to self-governance, Jefferson owned somewhere in the region of two-hundred
African-American labourers.*! Jefferson’s Monticello plantation - situated at the top of a
mountain on the outskirts of Charlottesville, Albemarle County - embodies his reliance on
slave labour, for his bondsmen both constructed the ‘palace’ that hosted dignitaries from
across America and Europe and provided him with the finances required to live the
extravagant life of a Virginian aristocrat.*?

This contrast between his lifelong ownership of human beings and the egalitarian
message conveyed in the Declaration of Independence has perplexed historians and the
public alike. Of equal significance to contemporary debates are Jefferson’s uncompromising
perspectives about African-Americans.*® The continued divisions caused by Jefferson’s
assertions of black inferiority were highlighted in 2017, when students at the William and
Mary College in Virginia defaced a statue of the former President by painting the word

‘racist’ on the construction.*

37 M. D. Peterson, The Jefferson Image in the American Mind (London: Oxford University Press, 1960), p.445.

38 A, Gordon-Reed, Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings: An American Controversy (Charlottesville: University Press of
Virginia, 1997), p.109.

39 G. R. Goenthals, Presidential Leadership and African Americans: “An American Dilemma” from Slavery to the White House
(New York: Routledge, 2015), p.37.

40 A, Schwabach, ‘Thomas Jefferson, Slavery, and Slaves’, in Thomas Jefferson Law Review, Vol. 33, No. 1 (2010), p.5.

41 Helo, Thomas Jefferson’s Ethics, p.1.

42 M. Bayard, ‘Visit to Monticello and Montpelier’, Monticello, 1 August 1809, in G. Hunt (ed.), The First Forty Years of
Washington Society: Portrayed by the Family Letters of Mrs. Samuel Harrison Smith (Margaret Bayard) from the Collection of
her Grandson J. Henry Smith (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1906), p.68. Retrieved from Hathi Trust Digital Library,
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Virginia’s eminent role in the early days of the American Republic means that the
attitudes of its citizens towards slavery and race are comparably important to our
understanding of how the institution survived and eventually expanded throughout the
South after the Revolution. Indeed, it is not overstating the point to suggest that Virginia's
influence on post-Revolutionary America was greater than that exercised by any other
state. As well as boasting the author of the Declaration of Independence, the decisive
battle of the subsequent War of Independence was fought in Yorktown, Virginia, and won
by a General from the colony (George Washington). Another Virginian, James Madison, was
then one of the principal architects of the American Constitution, which was ratified in
Philadelphia in 1788.%

Old Dominion’s dominance in the thirty years following 1788 was further
emphasised by the fact that four of the first five American Presidents originated from the
state.*® In terms of overall population, moreover, Virginia dwarfed most American states at
the turn of the nineteenth century. If one is to include the area that later became West
Virginia, the 1810 census showed that the former colony contained a greater number of
people - 983,000 - than any other in the American Union.*’ Virginia’s position as America’s
leading state gradually diminished in the nineteenth century, as the economic centre of the
Republic shifted towards the industrialised states of New England. Even these
developments, though, had a profound impact on national politics. As northern regions
increased in importance, Virginia started to align with the Deep South states of South
Carolina and Georgia on critical issues, including slavery. This created sectional divisions
that ultimately culminated in the American Civil War.

Just as Virginia’s influence in America was inestimable, so, too, was slavery’s role in
the formative stages of the new nation. The firm entrenchment of the system at the time of
the Revolution was highlighted by the fact that many of the statesmen who signed the
Declaration of Independence possessed slaves. These included the Virginian trio of George
Washington, Thomas Jefferson and James Madison. Accordingly, the greatest difficulty
facing those seeking the nationwide abolition of slavery was the fact that much of the
wealth possessed by the largest planters in southern states was ‘contained in the value of’
their slaves and the products of their labour.*® For instance, when the Quaker John

Pleasants died in 1771, his 212 slaves were valued at £10,000 of an overall estate worth

4> Goenthals, Presidential Leadership and African Americans, p.23.

46 E. S. Root, All Honor to Jefferson? The Virginia Slavery Debates and the Positive Good Thesis (Lanham: Lexington Books,
2008), p.1; R. S. Dunn, A Tale of Two Plantations: Slave Life and Labor in Jamaica and Virginia (Cambridge, Ma.: Harvard
University Press, 2014), p.5.

47 Dunn, A Tale of Two Plantations, p.68.
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£12,000.* This dilemma was magnified in Virginia, which held forty percent of America’s
slaves in 1790.°° Moreover, nearly all members of the Virginian Senate and House of
Delegates were slaveholders at the turn of the nineteenth century. The same was true of
Governors of the state.”*

This thesis is predominantly concerned with the themes of slavery, ownership and
race in Virginia in the sixty-three years between 1769 and 1832. The era under
consideration is of special significance to the history of American slavery. In fact, this so-
called ‘middle period’ of slavery in the New World represents a defining epoch in the
nation’s struggle with the institution, for it occurred between the initial settling of slaves in
the colonies and the pro- and anti-slavery debates that defined the thirty years prior to the
American Civil War.>? The analysis commences in 1769, as it is the year in which Jefferson
made his first public comments on slavery and race while acting as a lawyer for the
Virginian slave Samuel Howell. Moreover, tensions between Britain and the American
colonies were heightening, leading to the Continental Congress’ Declaration of
Independence in 1776. 1832 forms a convenient point at which to conclude the study as it
marks the end of a month-long discussion in Virginia on the twin subjects of slavery and
abolition. When delegates agreed not to seek the gradual abolition of the system in 1832, it
is arguable that battle-lines had been drawn that would culminate in the outbreak of the
American Civil War less than three decades later.>® 1832 is also the year in which Thomas
Roderick Dew published his Review of the Debate in the Virginia Legislature of 1831 and
1832. Dew’s work is widely viewed as a turning point in Virginia’s evolution into a pro-
slavery state, for it presented a comprehensive defence of slavery that would form the
cornerstone of the pro-slavery position in the Antebellum era.>* This evaluation questions
the importance placed on Dew’s appraisal by illustrating that he was drawing on many
arguments that had emerged in the previous seventy years.

However, the period examined is flexible, for proceedings before 1769 influenced
perceptions of the topics being analysed during the Revolutionary era. Equally, events
following 1832 have affected the way we consider the epoch. For instance, no discussion of

slavery after the American Revolution is complete without recognising how opinions

49 W, F. Hardin, ‘““This Unpleasant Business”: Slavery, Law, and the Pleasants Family in Post-Revolutionary Virginia’, in The
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Washington (Mount Vernon, Va.: Mount Vernon Ladies Association, 2001), p.37.

51 For a list of Virginian delegates and Governors throughout the period, see E. G. Swem & J. W. Williams (eds.), A Register of
the General Assembly of Virginia, 1776-1918, and of the Constitutional Conventions (Richmond: Davis Bottom, 1918).

52 Schwabach, ‘Thomas Jefferson, Slavery, and Slaves’, in Thomas Jefferson Law Review, p.10.

53 Root, All Honor to Jefferson?, pp.105 & 136.

54T. R. Dew, Review of the Debate in the Virginia Legislature of 1831 and 1832 (Richmond: T. W. White, 1832), p.8.
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surrounding abolition and race developed following the settling of Virginia's first Africans in
1620.% Similarly, it is important to recognise that many of the disputes surrounding slavery
and race between 1769 and 1832 had an immense impact on the nature of the arguments
presented by abolitionists and pro-slavery activists during the Antebellum period. Indeed,
Jefferson’s example was frequently used by opponents and advocates of slavery in the

years before the Civil War.

The existence of slavery in a Republic founded on the principles of liberty and natural rights
posed an obvious moral dilemma to America’s early leaders. The manner in which the
system vexed prominent figures is exemplified by the extensive debates that occurred at
the American Constitutional Convention of 1787 ‘about how to draft a founding document
that championed natural rights without threatening the institution that held two hundred
thousand black Virginians in bondage’.® Eventually legislators chose not to mention slavery
in the Constitution, leaving many who were present ‘ashamed’ of the charter.”” This
situation worsened in the thirty years after 1790, during which the slave population of
America almost trebled. Thus, there were an estimated 1.5 million African-American
bondsmen labouring in the country by 1820. These slaves were almost exclusively confined
to southern states.*®

Virginia possessed a sizable slave population throughout the epoch. Indeed, the
American government’s 1790 census demonstrated that 293,427 chattels’ were held in
Virginia.>® This created a demographic situation in which enslaved African-Americans
outnumbered white citizens in many areas of the former colony. In fact, in every Virginian
County barring Loudon, Pittsylvania and Bedford, ‘Slaves made up at least 30 percent and
often 50 or 60 percent of the population’ in the late eighteenth century.®® In Albemarle
County, where Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello home was located, nearly forty-five percent

of the population were slaves in 1790.5!

%5 Jordan, White over Black, p.xi; D. B. Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution, 1770-1823 (London: Cornell
University Press, 1975), p.276.

%6 E. Sheppard Wolf, Race and Liberty in the New Nation: Emancipation in Virginia from the Revolution to Nat Turner’s
Rebellion (Baton Rouge: Louisiana University Press, 2006), p.1.

57 Levy, The First Emancipator, p.124.

%8 Helo, Thomas Jefferson’s Ethics, p.106.

% A. Budros, ‘Social Shocks and Slave Social Mobility: Manumission in Brunswick County, Virginia, 1782-1862’, in American
Journal of Sociology, Vol. 110, No. 3 (Nov., 2004), p.541; A. Rothman, ‘Jefferson and Slavery’, in J. B. Boles & R. L. Hall (eds.),
Seeing Jefferson Anew: In His Time and Ours (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2010), p.105.
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Consequently, slavery receives a lot of attention throughout the thesis. The
institution assumes even greater importance because the changing nature of slavery
created many of the dynamics that influenced popular perspectives on race and
colonization. Fluctuating attitudes towards the system even changed how bondsmen were
treated by their masters. Indeed, one of the tragic paradoxes presented by slavery is that
improvements in slaveholder conduct towards the end of the eighteenth century actually
tightened the chains of bondage in Virginia.®? Equally, the subjugated position of African-
Americans affected white perceptions of the black race, even if some slaveholders -
Jefferson included - dismissed claims that slavery negatively affected the intellectual
capacity of their possessions.®® The colonization movement, too, gained much of its early
support amongst anti-slavery elements because it offered a means of abolishing slavery
whilst ridding Virginia of its black population.®* Furthermore, those who opposed
expatriation generally did so because they saw it as a challenge to their slaveholding rights.
Finally, slavery is important because it has been - alongside race - the facet of Jefferson’s
life that has caused him most damage in post-1960s scholarship, with numerous historians
stressing that his inconsistent perspectives on the issue represented ‘the supreme
embodiment of a generation’s travail’ on the topic.®®

That is not to say that the remaining themes are not pivotal to the study. For
instance, our knowledge of slavery is buttressed by considering the way Jefferson and his
peers treated their slaves. The limitations of Jefferson’s anti-slavery ideals are undoubtedly
charted in his plantation diaries, which show that he became more concerned about profit
margins than emancipation in the years immediately following the American Revolution.®®
Ownership is important for two further reasons. First, Jefferson’s actions as a slaveholder
have been adjudged to have reflected those of ‘an ordinary southern gentleman and
master’.%” Reviewing the ownership methods employed by Jefferson and his fellow
statesmen also provides this dissertation with a unique angle, for the subject has been

relatively understudied amongst his eminent peers. A common criticism of George
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Washington biography is that his role as a slaveholder has been ‘mostly ignored’.%® Similar
is true of fellow Presidents James Madison and James Monroe.

The amount of emphasis that recent scholarship has placed on this facet of
Jefferson’s life - largely because of the discovery that he fathered children with one of his
slaves, Sally Hemings - also makes the issue worth analysing. In fact, Henry Wiencek
persuasively argues that examining Jefferson’s management of his plantation may take ‘us
closer to the truth of slavery than anything he wrote in Notes or his other explications of
slavery’.®® Despite the attention that has been afforded the controversy, this thesis does
not evaluate Jefferson’s relationship with Hemings in detail because so little is known - or
discernible - about the liaison. Without this knowledge it is difficult to place the
relationship within the context of similar events in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries.”®

Like ownership, the topic of race merits discussion for various reasons. Principally,
historians such as Winthrop Jordan and Noble E. Cunningham have claimed that Jefferson
was ‘speaking for many’ Virginians when he made his negative avowals about African-
Americans. Furthermore, the theme is of great importance in the broader narrative of the
United States, for ‘Race prejudice ... has strongly influenced the course of American
history’.”* Understanding the manner in which prejudice increased at the founding of the
nation gains further relevance because of contemporary issues. As recently as 2014, the
Mayor of New York, Bill de Blasio, claimed that the death of a local black man at the hands
of state police forces could be linked to centuries of racism that had commenced with
America’s Founding Fathers.”?

The significance attributed to the role of race in the post-Revolutionary epoch has
grown inexorably since the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s. Recent work has increased
this emphasis, with Eva Sheppard Wolf calling for a re-evaluation of the subject after

highlighting the negative impact racial prejudice had on the anti-slavery cause.”® Henry
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Wiencek has echoed Sheppard Wolf’s appeal, but for different reasons. Wiencek postulates
that scholarly perceptions of race in the late eighteenth century have been adversely
influenced by the disproportionate attention that has been placed on Jefferson’s extreme
opinion of African-Americans.”® Accordingly, he suggests that if we were to study George
Washington’s verdict on race in greater detail, we may move nearer to uncovering
mainstream eighteenth-century perspectives about the topic.” By doing so, Wiencek
makes a common mistake amongst Jefferson scholars by using one figure as a lens through
which we can perceive wider Virginian society. By contrast, this thesis investigates popular
opinions on race in order to place leaders like Washington and Jefferson in context.

Closely related to Jefferson’s thoughts on race was his belief that free African-
Americans could not live peacefully with their white contemporaries. Consequently, he
appealed for all emancipated labourers to be removed from Virginia.”® Scholars have,
again, been inclined to see Jefferson’s comments on colonization as indicative of popular
opinions. Some have even gone so far as to label expatriation ‘the Jeffersonian Solution’.””
For instance, Erik Root affirmed that the principal factor behind Jefferson’s advocacy of
repatriation - namely the fear of attack from emancipated blacks - was ‘the reason why
most of the Founders supported colonization’.”® The nationwide popularity of expatriation
undoubtedly increased in the era under investigation. Indeed, schemes to exile free
African-Americans received such backing that an American Colonization Society was
founded in 1816.”° Numerous auxiliary branches were fashioned throughout Virginia
following the organization’s creation. Yet there are abundant examples that can be cited to
suggest that many Virginians of the founding era did not support colonization. Equally,
some of those who favoured expatriating free blacks did not agree with key tenets of
Jefferson’s proposal on the topic.®’ To complicate matters further, Jefferson did not place
his faith in the plans adopted by repatriation societies.

These themes are all explored in a main body that has been divided into four
chapters. The first chapter surveys previous Jefferson and slavery literature to provide a
context into which the thesis can be placed. Broadly speaking, the project engages with

three categories of Jefferson and slavery historiography. For well over a century following
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his death in 1826, appraisals of Jefferson were complimentary. Those who espouse
favourable sentiments are termed ‘emancipationist historians’.8! During the 1960s,
however, positive interpretations were contested by revisionist academics, who - heavily
influenced by the American Civil Rights movement - attacked Jefferson’s derogatory view of
African-Americans. Critics, too, used Jefferson’s lifelong reliance on slave labour to
conclude that he ‘had only a theoretical interest in promoting the cause of abolition’.8

Despite the continued popularity of revisionism, a third category of historiography
emerged in the 1970s. So called ‘contextualizers’ dismiss suggestions that Jefferson failed
to challenge slavery, while also refuting the anti-slavery Jefferson portrayed by early
biographers.®® As well as providing a middle ground between the emancipationist and
revisionist camps, contextualists frequently call for Jefferson’s views to be placed in their
correct setting.®* The objectives of this thesis mean that it will add to this category of
Jefferson historiography, particularly as its principal endeavour is ‘to situate Jefferson in his
time and place’.®> Nonetheless, the analysis furthers the contextualist category by
challenging the view that Jefferson reflected Virginian perspectives on slavery and race in
the American Revolution. Additionally, it surveys a broader range of Virginians than
previous comparative work on Jefferson has done.

The remaining chapters deal chronologically with Jefferson and slavery in Virginia
in the years between 1769 and 1832. A chronological structure has been preferred to a
theme-based approach as it is felt that the format makes it easier to place Jefferson’s
opinions and conduct within the context of the upheavals Virginian society underwent after
the American Revolution. Each period represents a significant stage in the development of
thought on the aspects under investigation. For instance, the second chapter looks at
slavery and race in Virginia - and Jefferson’s perceptions on these issues - between 1769
and 1789. By doing so, the chapter covers the tumultuous events of the American
Revolution and its aftermath, which culminated in the ratification of a national constitution
in late 1788. Moreover, using these dates allows examination of Jefferson’s conduct
throughout his time as a representative in the Virginian Assembly. The period has generally
been considered one in which both Jefferson and Virginia reached the height of their anti-

slavery powers. Jefferson certainly published numerous denunciations of the institution
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during the epoch, while state leaders abolished the slave trade in 1778 and legalised
private manumissions in 1782.2 Yet, despite these advances, Virginia’s enslaved population
continued expanding after the Revolution. Finally, Jefferson’s assertions on race in Notes
on the State of Virginia have been utilised to suggest that he was illustrative of wider
attitudes towards blacks or, worse still, behind his time on the topic.?’

This investigation supports some existing historiography but reveals a more
nuanced outlook than many scholars have previously thought. While making clear that
Jefferson was a vocal critic of slavery in the years immediately before and after the
Revolution, the research finds that he was not at the forefront of abolitionist activity in
Virginia, even at this early stage. Principally, religious Dissenters - generally Quakers,
Methodists and Baptists - were more active against the institution than Jefferson.
Furthermore, many from a less privileged background found the motivation to end their
association with slavery by freeing their labourers following the introduction of the 1782
manumission bill.28 In another dent to Jefferson’s reputation, his avowals on race and
colonization in Notes on Virginia are found to be extreme when placed alongside the
perspectives of his fellow Virginians. Overall, these conclusions illustrate the limitations
inherent in assuming that Jefferson was a reliable gauge of broader Virginian perceptions.

Chapter three covers the epoch spanning Jefferson’s time as a national statesman
between 1789 and 1809. As well as witnessing Jefferson’s rise in the public sphere, the era
saw crucial developments on both state and national levels. In 1789, George Washington
was elected as the first President of America in a move that underlined Virginia’s
prominent role in the New Republic. Although another Virginian, James Madison,
succeeded Jefferson as President in 1809, it is undeniable that Old Dominion’s importance
on the national stage was gradually diminishing. During the previous two decades,
increasing numbers of farmers had left Virginia for the sparsely populated states of
Kentucky and Tennessee. Moreover, the invention of Eli Whitney’s cotton gin had started
to move the centre of the slaveholding economy towards the Deep South states of Georgia
and South Carolina.® The epoch also witnessed a turning point in Virginian perspectives on
the topics discussed in this thesis. For instance, black rebellions in French-owned Saint

Domingue (1791) and Southampton County, Virginia (1800) had a negative influence on the
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anti-slavery movement and perceptions of free African-Americans.” This change in outlook
culminated in an 1806 bill that effectively repealed previous liberal manumission statutes
by ensuring that all slaves subsequently emancipated would not be permitted to stay in
Virginia without legislative approval.®® Finally, the alleged danger posed by the increasing
free black population encouraged the publication of colonization proposals that borrowed
from Jefferson’s appeal in Notes on the State of Virginia.>

This thesis finds that Jefferson’s opposition to slavery declined between 1789 and
1809, but that his stance on race and colonization remained static. This again suggests that
it is unhelpful to assume that Jefferson was fully indicative of wider trends on race, for -
despite the undeniable maintenance of prejudice - figures from all social classes showed
more faith in blacks than he did in the late eighteenth century. Further, although the decay
in Jefferson’s anti-slavery ideals was largely matched by the Virginian legislature, there
were important exceptions to this trend. These included the large-scale emancipations
undertaken by Robert Carter and George Washington in 1791 and 1799.% Such examples
question whether Jefferson was an opponent of slavery at all by the turn of the nineteenth
century.

The final chapter places Jefferson’s position on slavery, ownership, race and
colonization within the context of Virginian society in the years between his retirement in
1809 and the Virginian legislative debates of 1832. Important events again profoundly
impacted the thoughts of white Virginians and the lives of African-Americans. For example,
the state witnessed the flight of hundreds of slaves to enemy forces during America’s
conflict with Britain in 1812.%* The resulting scare surrounding rebellious slaves and free
blacks led to the creation of the American Colonization Society in 1816. Moreover, national
divisions flared in 1819 and 1820 when the issue of whether slavery should be permitted in
the new state of Missouri was discussed in Congress. Economic difficulties also afflicted
Virginia in 1819. Indeed, negative market forces sent many wealthy planters, including
James Madison and Thomas Jefferson, into heavy debt. This made them increasingly
dependent on the capital produced by their slaves.’®> Matters settled for a decade, until
slavery was discussed during a convention to revise the Virginian constitution in 1829. Two

years later, a rebellion led by the Southampton County slave Nat Turner killed fifty-six
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civilians and caused Virginians to reflect on the future of the institution in their state. In
January 1832, representatives from across Virginia met again to deliberate the future of the
system. A month later, leaders decided that no attempt should be made to abolish slavery,
a verdict that entrenched the system in Old Dominion until the Civil War of 1861-1865.%
Finally, the epoch is important because historians have claimed that Jefferson’s perceptions
on the Missouri crisis were widely held amongst his fellow Virginians.®’

While agreeing with previous scholarship regarding the popularity of Jefferson’s
stance on the Missouri question, the analysis demonstrates that it is erroneous to view the
era through a Jeffersonian prism. The survey, instead, finds that Jefferson stood on neither
side of the pro- and anti-slavery divide that emerged in the 1820s. Equally, although he
remained a theoretical supporter of colonization, Jefferson failed to match the backing that
his peers afforded the repatriation movement. Paradoxically, numerous Virginians still held
little faith in colonization, even after the formation of the ACS. Many more from all social
backgrounds defied Jefferson’s negative perception of African-Americans by offering legal
support to local free blacks seeking to remain in Virginia.® This highlights the flaws in

assuming that Virginians held a united view on race.

The research has principally been reliant on collections of written primary sources.
Jefferson’s most notorious perspectives on the aspects analysed in the thesis are contained
in his only published book, Notes on the State of Virginia.*® Jefferson started writing Notes
in 1780 after receiving an invitation from Francois Barbé-Marbois, a French diplomat
serving in America, to answer twenty-two queries about the environment and traditions of
Virginia.’® The work was eventually released in Paris during May 1785 following the
appearance of an unauthorized manuscript in France. After receiving positive feedback

from contemporaries in Europe and America, Jefferson decided that Notes should be
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%8 R. Barfield, America’s Forgotten Caste: Free Blacks in Antebellum Virginia and North Carolina (Washington: Xilbris, 2013),
p.82.

9 Miller, The Wolf by the Ears, p.38; Cogliano, Thomas Jefferson, p.201; Bernstein, The Founding Fathers Reconsidered, p.96.
100 p, S Onuf (ed.), Thomas Jefferson: An Anthology (St. James, N.Y: Brandywine Press, 1999), p.59; S. T. Joshi (ed.), Documents
of American Prejudice: An Anthology of Writings on Race from Thomas Jefferson to David Duke (New York: Basic Books, 1999),
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distributed on a wider scale, leading to further publications in London (1787) and
Philadelphia (1788).1!

Notes on Virginia appears in the form of twenty-three chapters, with each
answering one of Marbois’ questions. Of these sections, just two discuss slavery; chapters
fourteen - ‘Laws’ - and eighteen - ‘Manners’.2%2 Nonetheless, historians have placed great
importance on Jefferson’s statements in the book. For instance, leading biographer Merrill
Peterson asserted that Notes provided ‘a virtual manual of Jefferson’s political opinions’.1%3
Likewise, Paul Finkelman affirmed that Notes ‘has all the marks of Jefferson’s mature views
on slavery and race and emancipation’ in 1993.1% Moreover, Jefferson’s perspectives in
Notes have been considered an accurate portrayal of prevailing opinion in Virginia. Writing
in 2002, Rick Halpern claimed that ‘No document better illustrates the ambiguous attitude
of the post-Revolutionary generation toward slavery than Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the
State of Virginia’ 1%

The letters of all the statesmen surveyed in the project have been equally pivotal.
Jefferson’s correspondence undoubtedly represents his ‘major literary output’. This is
unsurprising, given that he wrote at least 18,000 letters during his life. Comparably,
Kenneth Morgan demonstrates that George Washington’s observations on many topics
were ‘confined mainly to private remarks in his diary and in correspondence’.1®® Most of
the letters penned by statesmen of the era have since been published in collections that
are used throughout this thesis. From an abolitionist perspective, Robert Pleasants’
Letterbook grants an insight into the workings of the Quaker anti-slavery movement.
Pleasants, who composed dispatches to such luminaries as George Washington, Thomas
Jefferson, James Madison and Patrick Henry, also rebuked members of the Society of
Friends who refused to emancipate their bondsmen and wrote numerous denunciations of

slavery to Virginia’s newspapers. All of these can be found in the Letterbook.*’
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1116/168, passim. Retrieved from Haverford College Special Collections, accessed on Sunday 24 March 2019,
http://triptych.brynmawr.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/HC_QuakSlav/id/11435.

23


http://triptych.brynmawr.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/HC_QuakSlav/id/11435

Stuart McBratney
Student I. D. Number: 0606244

Published books and broadsides are another invaluable source of information. A
pamphlet produced by St. George Tucker - titled A Dissertation on Slavery (1796) - is
particularly useful for those endeavouring to ascertain the nature of eighteenth-century
abolitionist thought. In fact, Paul Finkelman believes the tract incorporates the first
‘concrete proposal for ending slavery’ formulated in Virginia.'® Other printed works,
including the Virginian lawyer George Tucker’s Letter to a Member of the General Assembly
of Virginia on the Subject of the Late Conspiracy of the Slaves with a Proposal for Their
Colonization (1801) and Caroline County planter John Taylor’s Arator (1814) address the
topics of abolition, race, colonization and the treatment of slaves. Finally, keynote speeches
from the debates on slavery in 1832 were recorded and circulated to the wider public.?®®

Plantation diaries are comparably crucial. Jefferson’s Farm Book, which chronicled
daily events on his Monticello plantation, is undeniably ‘a pivotal document’ for those
analysing his treatment of his bondsmen.!'° Planter records often contain valuable
information concerning the clothing and diet of labourers, in addition to details of slave
transactions between owners. Consequently, these are used throughout the analysis.
Similarly, the ‘abundant testimony’ provided in the journals of visitors to America is
utilised.'!! The records kept by travellers to the New Republic, including the Marquis de
Lafayette, Julian Niemcewicz and Harriet Martineau, undoubtedly hold useful details. Many
interested observers from Europe commented on the nature of slavery in the state and the
treatment afforded to Virginia’s bondsmen. While biases unquestionably existed, these
testimonies often recorded elements of daily life that Old Dominion’s planters preferred
not to be publicised. For instance, the Methodist anti-slavery preachers Thomas Coke and
Francis Asbury chronicled George Washington’s refusal to support the abolitionist cause,
despite claiming to agree with the motives of the movement.*? Individuals from
neighbouring states, like Philip Vickers Fithian and John Davis - who served as tutors on
large Virginian plantations - offered equally thought-provoking observations on the system,

with both highlighting incidents that demonstrated the cruelty of slavery.!'?
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