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Activity One. “My only unavoidable subject of regret”: views of founders on slavery
Reading Set B: Views of the founders on slaves
Directions: Read the following documents and complete the questions on the worksheet.

Alexander Hamilton to John Jay (14 March 1779)
http://www.teachingamericanhistory.com/library/index.asp?document=1004

Colonel Laurens, who will have the honor of delivering you this letter, is on his way to South
Carolina, on a project which I think, in the present situation of affairs there, is a very good one, and
deserves every kind of support and encouragement. This is to raise two, three, or four battalions of
negroes, with the assistance of the government of that State, by contributions from the owners, in
proportion to the number they possess...

I have not the least doubt that the negroes will make very excellent soldiers, with proper
management; and [ will venture to pronounce, that they cannot be put in better hands than those of Mr.
Laurens... I mention this because I have frequently heard it objected to the scheme of embodying
negroes, that they are too stupid to make soldiers. This is so far from appearing to me a valid objection,
that I think their want of cultivation (for their natural faculties are as good as ours), joined to that habit
of subordination which they acquire from a life of servitude, will enable them sooner to become soldiers
than our white inhabitants...

I foresee that this project will have to combat much opposition from prejudice and self-interest.
The contempt we have been taught to entertain for the blacks, makes us fancy many things that are
founded neither in reason nor experience; and an unwillingness to part with property of so valuable a
kind, will furnish a thousand arguments to show the impracticability, or pernicious tendency, of a
scheme which requires such sacrifices... An essential part of the plan is to give them their freedom with
their swords. This will secure their fidelity, animate their courage, and, I believe, will have a good
influence upon those who remain, by opening a door to their emancipation. This circumstance, I confess,
has no small weight in inducing me to wish the success of the project; for the dictates of humanity, and
true policy, equally interest me in favor of this unfortunate class of men...

Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia (1787)
http://www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/jevifram.htm

Query XIV. 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... It will be right to make great allowances for the difference of
condition, of education, of conversation, of the sphere in which they move...
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[W]e find among them numerous instances of the most rigid integrity, and as many as among
their better instructed masters, of benevolence, gratitude and unshaken fidelity. The opinion, that they
are inferior in the faculties of reason and imagination, must be hazarded with great diffidence... 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...

George Washington, “Last Will and Testament” (9 July 1799)
http://oll.libertyfund.org/?option=com_staticxt&staticfile=show.php%3Ftitle=848&chapter=102201&la
yout=html&Itemid=27

And to my Mulatto man William (calling himself William Lee) I give immediate freedom; or if he
should prefer it (on account of the accidents which have befallen him, and which have rendered him
incapable of walking or of any active employment) to remain in the situation he now is, it shall be
optional in him to do so: In either case however, I allow him an annuity of thirty dollars during his
natural life, which shall be independent of the victuals and cloaths he has been accustomed to receive, if
he chuses the last alternative; but in full, with his freedom, if he prefers the first; and this I give him as a
testimony of my sense of his attachment to me, and for his faithful services during the Revolutionary
War.

Thomas Jefferson to Henri Gregoire (25 February 1809)
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/jefferson/images/vc80.ipg

Dear Sir, — I have received the favor of your letter of August 17th, and with it the volume you were
so kind as to send me on the "Literature of Negroes." Be assured that no person living wishes more
sincerely than I do, to see a complete refutation of the doubts I have myself entertained and expressed on
the grade of understanding allotted to them by nature, and to find that in this respect they are on a par
with ourselves. My doubts were the result of personal observation on the limited sphere of my own
State, where the opportunities for the development of their genius were not favorable, and those of
exercising it still less so. I expressed them therefore with great hesitation; but whatever be their degree
of talent it is no measure of their rights. Because Sir Isaac Newton was superior to others in
understanding, he was not therefore lord of the person or property of others. On this subject they are
gaining daily in the opinions of nations, and hopeful advances are making towards their re-establishment
on an equal footing with the other colors of the human family. I pray you therefore to accept my thanks
for the many instances you have enabled me to observe of respectable intelligence in that race of men,
which cannot fail to have effect in hastening the day of their relief; and to be assured of the sentiments
of high and just esteem and consideration which I tender to yourself with all sincerity.
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