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Activity One. “My only unavoidable subject of regret”: views of founders on slavery
Reading Set C: Obstacles to emancipation

Directions: Read the following documents and complete the questions on the worksheet.
George Washington to Marquis de Lafayette (10 May 1786)

http://oll.libertyfund.org/?option=com_staticxt&staticfile=show.php%3Ftitle=848&chapter=101936&la
yout=html&Itemid=27

The benevolence of your heart my [dear] Margs. is so conspicuous upon all occasions, that I never
wonder at any fresh proofs of it; but your late purchase of an estate in the colony of Cayenne, with a
view of emancipating the slaves on it, is a generous and noble proof of your humanity. Would to God a
like spirit would diffuse itself generally into the minds of the people of this country; but I despair of
seeing it. Some petitions were presented to the Assembly, at its last Session, for the abolition of slavery,
but they could scarcely obtain a reading. To set them afloat at once would, I really believe, be
productive of much inconvenience and mischief; but by degrees it certainly might, and assuredly ought
to be effected; and that too by legislative authority.

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

Query XIV. It will probably be asked, Why not retain and incorporate the blacks into the state, and thus
save the expense of supplying, by importation of white settlers, the vacancies they will leave? Deep
rooted prejudices entertained by the whites; ten thousand 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 extermination of the one or the other race. 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...

This unfortunate difference of colour, and perhaps of faculty, is a powerful obstacle to the
emancipation of these people. Many of their advocates, while they wish to vindicate the liberty of
human nature are anxious also to preserve its dignity and beauty. Some of these, embarrassed by the
question ‘What further is to be done with them?’ join themselves in opposition with those who are
actuated by sordid avarice only. Among the Romans emancipation required but one effort. The slave,
when made free, might mix with, without staining the blood of his master. But with us a second is
necessary, unknown to history. When freed, he is to be removed beyond the reach of mixture...

Query XVIIL. [I]f 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 individual endeavours to the evanishment of the human race,
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or entail his own miserable condition on the endless 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 I
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 interference! The almighty has no attribute which
can take side with us in such a contest. - But it is impossible 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.

Oliver Ellsworth, The Landholder V1 (10 December 1787)
http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=1982

All good men wish the entire abolition of slavery, as soon as it can take place with safety to the public,
and for the lasting good of the present wretched race of slaves. The only possible step that could be
taken towards it by the convention was to fix a period after which they should not be imported.

Benjamin Franklin, “An Address to the Public” (9 November 1789)
http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=2185

Slavery is such an atrocious debasement of human nature, that its very extirpation, if not performed with
solicitous care, may sometimes open a source of serious evils. The unhappy man, who has long been
treated as a brute animal, too frequently sinks beneath the common standard of the human species. The
galling chains that bind his body do also fetter his intellectual faculties, and impair the social affections
of his heart. Accustomed to move like a mere machine, by the will of a master, reflection is suspended;
he has not the power of choice; and reason and conscience have but little influence over his conduct,
because he is chiefly governed by the passion of fear. He is poor and friendless; perhaps worn out by
extreme labor, age, and disease.

Under such circumstances, freedom may often prove a misfortune to himself, and prejudicial to
society. Attention to emancipated black people, it is therefore to be hoped, will become a branch of our
national police; but, as far as we contribute to promote this emancipation, so far that attention is
evidently a serious duty incumbent on us, and which we mean to discharge to the best of our judgment
and abilities.

To instruct, to advise, to qualify those who have been restored to freedom, for the exercised and
enjoyment of civil liberty; to promote in them habits of industry; to furnish them with employments
suited to their age, sex, talents, and other circumstances; and to procure their children an education
calculated for their future situation in life, these are the great outlines of the annexed plan, which we
have adopted, and which we conceive will essentially promote the public good, and the happiness of
these our hitherto too much neglected fellow-creatures.
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George Washington, “Last Will and Testament” (9 July 1799)
http://oll.libertyfund.org/?option=com_staticxt&statictile=show.php%3Ftitle=848&chapter=102201&la
yout=html&Itemid=27

Upon the decease of my wife, it is my Will and desire that all the Slaves which I hold in my own right,
shall receive their freedom. To emancipate them during her life, would, tho’ earnestly wished by me, be
attended with such insuperable difficulties on account of their intermixture by Marriages with the Dower
Negroes, as to excite the most painful sensations, if not disagreeable consequences from the latter, while
both descriptions are in the occupancy of the same Proprietor; it not being in my power, under the tenure
by which the Dower Negroes are held, to manumit them. And whereas among those who will receive
freedom according to this devise, there may be some, who from old age or bodily infirmities, and others
who on account of their infancy, that will be unable to support themselves; it is my Will and desire that
all who come under the first and second description shall be comfortably cloathed and fed by my heirs
while they live; and that such of the latter description as have no parents living, or if living are unable, or
unwilling to provide for them, shall be bound by the Court until they shall arrive at the age of twenty
five years... The Negros thus bound, are (by their Masters or Mistresses) to be taught to read and write;
and to be brought up to some useful occupation, agreeably to the Laws of the Commonwealth of
Virginia, providing for the support of Orphan and other poor Children. And I do hereby expressly forbid
the Sale, or transportation out of said Commonwealth, of any Slave I may die possessed of, under any
pretence whatsoever. And I do moreover most pointedly, and most solemnly enjoin it upon my
Executors hereafter named, or the Survivors of them, to see that ¢his clause respecting Slaves, and every
part thereof be religiously fulfilled at the Epoch at which it is directed to take place; without evasion,
neglect or delay, after the Crops which may then be on the ground are harvested, particularly as it
respects the aged and infirm; Seeing that a regular and permanent fund be established for their Support
so long as there are subjects requiring it; not trusting to the uncertain provision to be made by
individuals.

Thomas Jefferson to John Holmes (22 April 1820)
http://www.teachingamericanhistory.com/library/index.asp?document=461

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 a second thought, if, in that way, a general
emancipation 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 ears, and we can neither hold him, nor safely let him go. Justice
is in one scale, and self-preservation in the other... I regret that I am now to die in the belief, that the
useless sacrifice of themselves by the generation of 1776, to acquire self-government and happiness to
their country, is to be thrown away by the unwise and unworthy passions of their sons, and that my only
consolation is to be, that I live not to weep over it.
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