
Jefferson Quotes on Slavery 

Quote A-- Thomas Jefferson to John Holmes, 1820 April 22 

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. 

 

Quote B---Notes on the State of Virginia, 1785 

 “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. . . . 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 odious peculiarities. The man must be a prodigy who can retain his manners and morals undepraved by 
such circumstances.”  

 

Quote C---to Edward Rutledge, 1787 July 14 

"I congratulate you, my dear friend, on the law of your state [South Carolina] for suspending the importation of 
slaves, and for the glory you have justly acquired by endeavoring to prevent it for ever. This abomination must 
have an end, and there is a superior bench reserved in heaven for those who hasten it." 

 

Quote D---to James Heaton, 1826 May 20 

"The subject of your letter of April 20, is one on which I do not permit myself to express an opinion, but when 
time, place, and occasion may give it some favorable effect. A good cause is often injured more by ill-€‘timed 
efforts of its friends than by the arguments of its enemies. Persuasion, perseverance, and patience are the 
best advocates on questions depending on the will of others. The revolution in public opinion which this cause 
requires, is not to be expected in a day, or perhaps in an age; but time, which outlives all things, will outlive this 
evil also. My sentiments have been forty years before the public. Had I repeated them forty times, they would 
only have become the more stale and threadbare. Although I shall not live to see them consummated, they will 
not die with me; but living or dying, they will ever be in my most fervent prayer." 

 

Quote E--to Edward Bancroft, 1789 January 26 

To give liberty, or rather, to abandon persons whose habits have been formed in slavery is like abandoning 
children. 

 

Quote F--Notes on the State of Virginia, 1785 
 

“I advance it therefore as a suspicion only, that the blacks, whether originally a distinct race, or made distinct 
by time and circumstances, are inferior to the whites in the endowments both of body and mind”. 
 



Quote G-- to Frances Wright, 1825 August 7 

"At the age of 82. with one foot in the grave, and the other uplifted to follow it, I do not permit myself to take 
part in any new enterprises, even for bettering the condition of man, not even in the great one which is the 
subject of your letter, and which has been thro' life that of my greatest anxieties. The march of events has not 
been such as to render it's completion practicable within the limits of time allotted to me; and I leave it's 
accomplishment as the work of another generation....The abolition of the evil is not impossible: it ought never 
therefore to be despaired of. Every plan should be adopted, every experiment tried, which may do something 
towards the ultimate object." 

 

Quote H---to Edward Bancroft, 1789 January 26 

 
A man's moral sense must be unusually strong, if slavery does not make him a thief. He who is permitted by 
law to have no property of his own, can with difficulty conceive that property is founded in anything but force. 
These slaves chose to steal from their neighbors rather than work. They became public nuisances, and in most 
instance were reduced to slavery again.... 

 

Quote I--Thomas Jefferson to John Holmes, 1820 April 22 

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. 

 

Quote J---to Brissot de Warville, 1788 February 11 

"I am very sensible of the honour you propose to me of becoming a member of the society for the abolition of 
the slave trade. You know that nobody wishes more ardently to see an abolition not only of the trade but of the 
condition of slavery: and certainly nobody will be more willing to encounter every sacrifice for that object. But 
the influence and information of the friends to this proposition in France will be far above the need of my 
association. I am here as a public servant; and those whom I serve having never yet been able to give their 
voice against this practice, it is decent for me to avoid too public a demonstration of my wishes to see it 
abolished. Without serving the cause here, it might render me less able to serve it beyond the water. I trust you 
will be sensible of the prudence of those motives therefore which govern my conduct on this occasion, and be 
assured of my wishes for the success of your undertaking." 

 

Quote K--to Lydia Sigourney, 1824 July 18 

"I wish that [plight of Indians] was the only blot in our moral history, and that no other race had higher charges 
to bring against us. I am not apt to despair; yet I see not how we are to disengage ourselves from that 
deplorable entanglement, we have the wolf by the ears and feel the danger of either holding or letting him 
loose. I shall not live to see it but those who come after us will be wiser than we are, for light is spreading and 
man improving. to that advancement I look, and to the dispensations of an all-wise and all-powerful providence 
to devise the means of effecting what is right." 
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