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Thomas Jefferson and Race 

This lesson examines the complexity of the racial views of Thomas Jefferson. Jefferson, who is 
credited with creating the standards that have continued to guide Americans, had conflicting 
views on slavery and race. Some historians have argued that his views were typical of many 18th 
century men, both non-slaveholders and slaveholders. Other historians have blamed Jefferson for 
the racial problems that have plagued America. This lesson will examine, through classroom 
debate using a variety of sources, Jefferson’s views on race and determine if the homage paid to 
Jefferson is warranted or not.  

This lesson is designed for a sophomore United States History I Honors class. This lesson is also 
used to develop several important Habits of the Mind. 

  

History Habits of the Mind    http://www.nche.net/habitsofthemind 

Several of the History’s Habits of the Mind give important reasons for this lesson: 

1. A focus on Thomas Jefferson’s 18th century views and 21st century racial views helps 
students grasp the significance of the past in shaping the present. 

2. A focus on using primary sources to examine Jefferson’s racial views helps students 
perceive past events as they might have been experienced by people of the time, with 
historical empathy rather than present-mindedness. 

3. A critical examination of primary and secondary sources will help students discern 
differences between evidence and assertion to frame useful and appropriate 
questions about the past. 

4. Use of several scholarly secondary sources will allow students to recognize that history 
is an evolving narrative constructed from available sources, cogent inferences and 
changing interpretations. 

5. By engaging in debate this lesson will help students engage in patient reflection and 
constant reexamination of past and present. 

Guiding Questions: 

1. How can we reconcile Thomas Jefferson’s views on race with the words he wrote in the 
Declaration of Independence? 

2. Should Thomas Jefferson be judged using 21st century standards? 
3. How common were Thomas Jefferson’s racial views in the 18th century? Does this 

exonerate Jefferson? 
4. Does Jefferson deserve the blame for America’s racial problems? 
5. Should Americans stop honoring Jefferson and the Founding “Guys”? 



Lesson Objectives: 

Content Objectives: 

 Students will 

1. Identify the range of racial views of the 18th century. 
2. Analyze the racial views of Thomas Jefferson. 
3. Critically evaluate the racial views of the 18th century and Thomas Jefferson. 

Skill Objectives: 

 Students will: 

1. Construct an argument defending and opposing Jefferson’s racial views. 
2. Debate the veracity of Jefferson’s words in the Declaration of Independence in light 

of his stated views on race. 
3. Research typical views on race of 18th century Americans. 
4. Assess the impact of Jefferson’s racial views on American history. 

RESOURCES: 

1. Power point presentation on slavery in the early Republic – this power point can be 
accessed at http://fc.dfrcec.com/~mvieira@bishopconnolly.com 

2. A selection of Jefferson’s letters – see bibliography.  
3. A selection of historian interviews – see bibliography. 
4. Several scholarly treatments of Jefferson, slavery and race in the 18th century – see 

bibliography. 

INTRUCTIONAL PROCESS: 

 Engagement: 

1. Present lecture on slavery in the early Republic (power point) 
2. Ask students if someone’s racial views cancels the good someone has done. 

Instruction:  

3. The Historical Context: 
 

Thomas Jefferson’s only book, Notes on the State of Virginia, was written in 1781 
and published privately in 1784.  In The Notes, Jefferson outlined his views on 
race. Jefferson begins his discussion on race after a description of failed 
legislation in Virginia that would have eventually emancipated young, enslaved 
African Americans. 
 
Jefferson compares the white and black race in stark terms. Many have argued 
that Jefferson views were typical of 18th century white men – slaveholder and 
non-slaveholder.  However, in 1776, in the Declaration of Independence, 
Jefferson defined the standards that have continued to guide American. In the 



Declaration, Jefferson writes “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men 
are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 
rights; that among these, are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”  
 
The question is how do we reconcile the words of the Declaration of 
Independence, with these words from Notes on the State of Virginia, “I advance it 
therefore as a suspicion only, that blacks, whether originally a distinct race, or 
made distinct by time and circumstances, are inferior to whites in the endowments 
both of body and mind. It is not against experience to suppose, that species of the 
same genus, or varieties of the same species, may possess different 
qualifications.” Thus he made clear that he believed that blacks were inferior to 
whites. 
 
Jefferson’s racial views moved him to favor a limited policy of emancipation. But 
he strongly believed that freed slaves would have to be colonized outside 
America. He believed, like many in the 18th century, that the white race and black 
race could not co-exist. He feared freed black would seek retribution.  He 
emancipated only a small number of his many slaves. 
 
The questions are: Do Jefferson’s view on race cancel his words in the 
Declaration of Independence? Because of his views we should stop paying 
homage to him? 
 
 
 

4. Present the debate resolution: 
 

“Resolved: Due to Thomas Jefferson’s 18th century racial views Americans in 
the 21st century should cease to honor him among the Founding Fathers. 
 

5. Set teams, format, and rules for debate and explain scoring rubric. 
6. Class time break down: 

*Day One: Introduction in historical context and debate procedures 
*Day Two and Three: Teams research and prepare arguments 
*Day Four: Class Debate 
*Day Five: Feedback and Discussion 

THE DEBATE: 

Teams: 

1. There will be 2 teams. Teacher will select the teams 
2. Each team will select its speakers (4) 
3. All team members must participate in the research and formulation of the team’s position. 
4. A coin toss will determine which team will argue in the affirmative and negative. 

  
 



Format and Rules: 

1. The debate will consist of 8 speeches. The first 4 speeches are called constructive 
speeches, because the teams are perceived as laying out their most important arguments 
during these speeches. The last 4 speeches are called rebuttals, because the teams are 
expected to extend and apply arguments that have already been made, rather than make 
new arguments and provide argumentation to discredit arguments of the other side. 

2. The time limits for each speech is as follows: 

Speech: 1AC 1NC 2AC 2NC 1NR 1AR 2NR 2AR 

Time: 8 min. 8 min. 8 min. 8 min. 4 min. 4 min. 4 min. 4 min. 

(A=Affirmative, N=Negative, C=Constructive, R=Rebuttal)  

3. Participants are expected to uphold the highest standards of personal and intellectual 
integrity. No student may use information for use in the debate not verifiable from 
historical sources.  

 

Assessment:  

*At the conclusion of the debate, students will be asked to submit a 3 page paper stating their 
individual position on the debate resolution. 
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Source: course1.winona.edu/shatfield/air/classdebate.pdf 

 

 

 

          

          

           

             
             
     

                                                                      

            


