
Notes On The State Of Virginia By Thomas
Jefferson 1

Notes On The State
Of Virginia By
Thomas Jefferson

Notes On
The State Of
Virginia By
Thomas
Jefferson

Downloaded from turn-nyc-
edge-vdmdp.louper.io by

Moody & Johnson

INTRODUCTION: A
FOUNDATIONAL
WORK OF
AMERICAN
THOUGHT

When we consider the
intellectual  origins  of
the United States, few
documents  offer  as
i n t i m a t e  a n d
comprehens ive  a
window into  the  mind
of a Founding Father as
Notes On The State
O f  V i r g i n i a  B y
Thomas  Jefferson.
Written  in  the  early
1780s  and  first

published  privately  in
1785,  this  singular
b o o k  r e m a i n s
Jefferson's  only  full-
length published work.
It  is  far  more  than  a
simple  geographical
survey  or  a  political
pamphlet. Instead, it is
a sweeping meditation
on  the  natural  world,
society,  governance,
and  the  future  of  the
American  experiment.
F o r  s c h o l a r s ,
historians,  and  casual
readers  alike,  Notes
On  The  State  Of
Virginia  By  Thomas
Jefferson  provides  an
unparalleled  view  of
how the early republic
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understood  itself,  its
l a n d ,  a n d  i t s
contradictions.
The  book  originated
from a series of queries
sent  to  Jefferson  by
François  de  Barbé-
Marbois,  the secretary
of the French legation
in  Phi ladelphia,  in
1780.  Marbois  was
compiling  information
about  the  American
states,  and  Jefferson,
t h e n  g o v e r n o r  o f
Virginia,  responded
with  a  detailed  and
method ica l  set  o f
answers.  Over  the
f o l l o w i n g  y e a r s ,
Jefferson  expanded  his
r e p l i e s  i n t o  a
structured  manuscript,
ultimately publishing it
in  London.  The  work
c i rcu lated  wide ly
a m o n g  E u r o p e a n
in te l l ec tua l s  and
American  leaders,
cementing  Jefferson's
r e p u t a t i o n  a s  a
p o l y m a t h  a n d  a

philosopher of the new
nation.
In  this  article,  we will
journey  through  the
structure, themes, and
lasting  significance  of
Notes On The State
O f  V i r g i n i a  B y
Thomas  Jefferson.
We  wil l  explore  its
o b s e r v a t i o n s  o n
natural  history,  its
controversial  views on
race  and  slavery,  its
advocacy  for  religious
f r e e d o m  a n d
education,  and  i ts
enduring  place  in  the
canon  of  American
literature  and  political
thought.

THE STRUCTURE
AND ORIGINS OF
THE WORK

Notes On The State
O f  V i r g i n i a  B y
Thomas  Jefferson  is
organized  in  response
t o  a  s e r i e s  o f  2 3
q u e r i e s .  T h e s e
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questions  range  from
the  mundane  to  the
profound,  covering
topics  such  as  the
state's  boundaries,
r ivers,  mountains,
climate,  population,
military  forces,  and
g o v e r n m e n t .
Jefferson's  answers  are
not  dry  recitations  of
fact;  they  are  often
p a s s i o n a t e ,
argumentative,  and
deeply  personal.  He
uses the framework of
the  queries  to  launch
i n t o  e x t e n d e d
discussions  on  natural
philosophy,  political
theory,  and  moral
philosophy.
The  book  is  divided
into  sect ions  that
correspond  to  these
queries.  Jefferson
b e g i n s  w i t h  t h e
physical  geography  of
Virginia,  describing  its
rivers,  mountains,  and
natural  resources  with
the  eye  of  a  trained

scient ist .  He  then
moves into discussions
o f  t h e  s t a t e ' s
population,  including
enumeration of its free
a n d  e n s l a v e d
inhabitants.  Later
queries  address  the
state's constitution, its
l a w s ,  a n d  i t s
institutions of learning.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
famous sections, Query
XVII, deals with religion
and  offers  a  powerful
defense  of  religious
liberty.
The structure of Notes
On  The  State  Of
Virginia  By  Thomas
Jefferson  allows  him
t o  b e  b o t h  a  d a t a
c o l l e c t o r  a n d  a
philosopher. The query
format gives the work
a  systematic  feel,  but
Jefferson's  prose  is
o f t e n  l y r i c a l  a n d
rhetorical.  He  defends
his native state against
European  detractors,
mos t  no tab l y  the
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French  natura l i s t
Georges-Louis  Leclerc,
Comte  de  Buffon,  who
had  argued  that  the
N e w  W o r l d  w a s
e n v i r o n m e n t a l l y
infer ior  to  the  Old
Wor ld ,  p roduc ing
smaller  and  weaker
animals.  Jefferson
devotes  considerable
energy to refuting this
"theory  of  American
d e g e n e r a c y , "
marshaling evidence of
the size and vitality of
A m e r i c a n  f a u n a ,
including  the  giant
ground sloth, which he
describes in detail.

NATURAL HISTORY
AND THE
AMERICAN
LANDSCAPE

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
engaging  aspects  of
Notes On The State
O f  V i r g i n i a  B y
Thomas  Jefferson  is
its  detailed  treatment
of  the  natural  world.

Jefferson  was  an  avid
naturalist  and  farmer,
and  his  observations
reflect  a  deep
engagement  with  the
land. He describes the
Natura l  B r idge ,  a
stunning  geological
formation  in  western
Virginia, with a mixture
of  scientific  precision
and poetic wonder. He
a l so  ca ta logs  the
state's  birds,  animals,
and  p lants ,  o f ten
noting  their  uses  for
medicine,  agriculture,
or  industry.
Jefferson's  discussion
of  the  Potomac  River
a n d  t h e  p a s s a g e
through the Blue Ridge
M o u n t a i n s  i s
p a r t i c u l a r l y
memorable.  He  writes
with  awe  about  the
river's  course  through
t h e  m o u n t a i n s ,
painting  a  picture  of
s u b l i m e  n a t u r a l
beauty.  For  Jefferson,
t h e  A m e r i c a n
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landscape  was  not
merely  a  resource  to
be exploited; it  was a
source of national pride
and a testament to the
g r a n d e u r  o f  t h e
c o n t i n e n t .  H i s
descriptions  in  Notes
On  The  State  Of
Virginia  By  Thomas
Jefferson  served  to
counter  European
stereotypes  about  the
barrenness of America.
I n  t h e  s e c t i o n  o n
climate,  Jefferson
offers  detailed
meteorological  records
and  speculates  about
the  effects  of  the
environment on human
health  and  character.
He  a rgues  fo r  the
salubrity of the Virginia
c l i m a t e ,  a g a i n
d e f e n d i n g  h i s
homeland  against
foreign  criticism.  This
s e c t i o n  r e v e a l s
Jefferson's
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
empirical  observation

and his faith that data
could  settle  scientific
disputes.

The
Debate
on
American
Degenera
cy
Perhaps  no  s ing le
theme  in  Notes  On
The State Of Virginia
By  Thomas  Jefferson
is  as  energetical ly
p u r s u e d  a s  t h e
refutation  of  Buffon's
theories.  Jefferson
devotes Query VI to a
careful  comparison  of
A m e r i c a n  a n d
European  animals,
presenting  evidence
t h a t  A m e r i c a n
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quadrupeds  are  not
smaller but often larger
than  their  Old  World
counte rpar t s .  He
provides  tables  of
weights and measures,
cites  accounts  from
travelers,  and  argues
from the fertility of the
American soil.
Jefferson's  defense  of
American nature is not
merely  scientific;  it  is
pa t r i o t i c .  He  saw
Buffon's  claims  as  an
assault on the promise
of  the New World.  By
d e f e n d i n g  t h e
continent's  natural
bounty,  Jefferson  was
also  defending  the
potential of its political
institutions. A land that
could  produce  giant
m a m m a l s ,  h e
reasoned,  could  also
produce  great  citizens
and a robust republic.
This  line  of  argument
runs throughout Notes
On  The  State  Of
Virginia  By  Thomas

Jefferson,  linking
natura l  h is tory  to
national  destiny.

SLAVERY, RACE,
AND THE DEEPEST
CONTRADICTIONS

No  examination  of
Notes On The State
O f  V i r g i n i a  B y
Thomas Jefferson can
avoid its most troubling
and complex passages:
those  concern ing
s lavery  and  race .
Jefferson was himself  a
slaveholder,  and  his
writings on the subject
reveal  a  profound
moral tension. In Query
XIV,  he  denounces
slavery  as  a  "hideous
blot" on the nation and
calls  for  its  eventual
abolition.  He  writes
that  the  institution
corrupts  both  the
master  and the slave,
and  he  predicts  that
divine  justice  will  one
d a y  d e m a n d  a n
accounting.
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Yet, in the same work,
Jefferson  makes
statements  about  the
inferiority  of  Black
people that are deeply
disturbing  to  modern
readers. He speculates
that  Black  people  are
inferior to white people
i n  r e a s o n  a n d
imagination, though he
hesitates and says the
opinion  is  hazarded
with  great  diffidence.
These  passages  have
been  the  subject  of
in tense  scho lar ly
debate for generations.
They reveal  the limits
of  Jefferson's  vision  of
e q u a l i t y  a n d  t h e
powerful hold of racial
prejudice on even the
most  en l ightened
minds  of  the  era.
It is important to note
that  Notes  On  The
State Of Virginia By
Thomas  Jefferson
does  not  contain  a
consistent  or  ful ly
deve loped  rac i a l

theory.  Jefferson's
c o m m e n t s  a r e
scattered  and  often
contradictory .  He
praises  the  musical
talents  of  enslaved
people,  notes  their
courage,  and  admits
that  their  condition of
servitude  makes  it
impossible  to  judge
their natural capacities
fairly.  Nevertheless,
the  passages  on  race
have  rightfully  drawn
crit icism  and  have
complicated  Jefferson's
legacy as  a  champion
of liberty.
Jefferson's  proposed
solution to the problem
of slavery was gradual
emancipation  followed
by colonization of freed
Black  people  outside
the  United  States.  He
believed  that  deep-
seated  prejudices  and
memories  of  wrongs
would prevent peaceful
coexistence.  Th is
position now seems not
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only  impractical  but
also  unjust ,  and  i t
reveals how deeply the
institution  of  slavery
shaped  Amer i can
t h o u g h t .  F o r  a n y
reader  who  engages
with  Notes  On  The
State Of Virginia By
Thomas  Jefferson,
the sections on slavery
a r e  a  s o b e r i n g
r e m i n d e r  o f  t h e
unfinished  work  of  the
American  founding.

RELIGIOUS
FREEDOM AND THE
VIRGINIA STATUTE

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
forward-looking  and
inspiring  portions  of
Notes On The State
O f  V i r g i n i a  B y
Thomas  Jefferson  is
his defense of religious
liberty.  In  Query  XVII,
Jefferson  lays  out  his
a rgument  f o r  t he
separation  of  church
and  state  with  clarity
and passion. He writes

that  "the  legitimate
powers of government
extend  to  such  acts
only as are injurious to
others. But it does me
n o  i n j u r y  f o r  m y
neighbour to say there
are twenty gods, or no
god. It neither picks my
pocket  nor  breaks my
leg."
This passage is one of
the  most  frequently
quoted  in  the  entire
book,  and  it  captures
t h e  e s s e n c e  o f
Jefferson's
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
individual  conscience.
He  opposed  state-
sponsored religion  not
out of hostility to faith
but out of a conviction
that  belief  cannot  be
coerced.  The  Virginia
Statute  for  Religious
F r e e d o m ,  w h i c h
Jefferson  drafted  and
which was passed into
law in 1786, is a direct
o u t g r o w t h  o f  t h e
principles articulated in
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Notes On The State
O f  V i r g i n i a  B y
Thomas  Jefferson.
This statute became a
model  for  the  First
Amendment  to  the
U n i t e d  S t a t e s
Constitution.
Jefferson's  views  on
r e l i g i o n  w e r e
controversial in his own
time.  Some  accused
him of atheism, though
h e  w a s  m o r e
accurately a deist who
believed  in  a  creator
but rejected organized
dogma.  In  the  Notes,
he  defends  religious
pluralism  and  argues
t h a t  d i v e r s i t y  o f
opinion  strengthens
rather  than  weakens
society.  He  points  to
t h e  e x a m p l e  o f
Pennsylvania and New
York,  where  religious
t o l e r a t i o n  h a d
produced  peace  and
prosperity.

EDUCATION AND
THE DIFFUSION OF
KNOWLEDGE

For  Jefferson,  the
success  of  republican
government  depended
o n  a n  i n f o r m e d
citizenry. In Notes On
The State Of Virginia
By Thomas Jefferson,
h e  p r o p o s e s  a
comprehensive system
of  public  education,
including  elementary
schools  for  al l  free
children and secondary
schools  for  the  most
talented.  He  believed
that  education  should
be  accessible  to  "all
the free children, male
and female,"  and that
t h e  s t a t e  s h o u l d
identify  and  support
gifted  students  who
could  not  afford  to
continue  their  studies.
This  educational  plan
was  revolutionary  for
its  time.  Jefferson
advocated for a system
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of  "wards"  or  small
districts  that  would
manage  local  schools,
creating a structure for
civic  participation  as
well  as  learning.  He
saw  education  as  the
safeguard  against
tyranny,  writing  that
the  people  are  "the
only  safe  depositories
of  their  own  liberty"
and that they must be
e d u c a t e d  t o
understand their rights
and duties.
The vision of universal
public  education  in
Notes On The State
O f  V i r g i n i a  B y
Thomas  Jefferson
was  not  fully  realized
during his lifetime, but
it  laid the groundwork
for  la ter  re forms.
Jefferson's  passion  for
learning also led him to
found the University of
Virginia,  which  he
considered  one  of  his
greatest achievements.
The  Notes  reveal  his

c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t
knowledge  and  liberty
are inseparable.

THE
CONSTITUTION
AND GOVERNMENT
OF VIRGINIA

A  significant  portion  of
Notes On The State
O f  V i r g i n i a  B y
Thomas  Jefferson  is
devoted  to  political
analysis. In Query XIII,
Jefferson  examines  the
V i r g i n i a  s t a t e
constitution, which had
been adopted in 1776.
He is sharply critical of
its defects, particularly
the  concentration  of
power in the legislature
and the lack of a bill of
rights. He argues for a
m o r e  b a l a n c e d
government  with  a
stronger executive and
a n  i n d e p e n d e n t
judiciary.
Jefferson's  critique  of
t h e  V i r g i n i a
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constitution reflects his
b roader  po l i t i ca l
philosophy.  He  was  a
champion  of  checks
and  balances,  fearing
any  concentration  of
power  t ha t  cou ld
become tyrannical. His
recommendations  for
reform include periodic
r e v i s i o n  o f  t h e
constitution  by  the
people,  ensuring  that
each  generation  could
adapt the government
to its needs. This idea
o f  g e n e r a t i o n a l
s o v e r e i g n t y  i s  a
recurring theme in his
political writings.
The  d iscuss ion  o f
government  in  Notes
On  The  State  Of
Virginia  By  Thomas
Jefferson  is  not
a b s t r a c t  t h e o r y .
Jefferson  ties  his
political analysis to the
specific  circumstances
of  Virginia,  examining
the distribution of land,
the franchise, and the

representat ion  of
coun t i e s .  He  was
deeply  concerned
about the power of the
planter aristocracy and
sought  to  create  a
more  democra t i c
polity.

THE LEGACY OF
NOTES ON THE
STATE OF VIRGINIA

Two centuries after its
publication, Notes On
The State Of Virginia
By  Thomas  Jefferson
remains  an  essential
t e x t  f o r  a n y o n e
seeking to  understand
early American history
and  thought.  It  has
b e e n  t h r o u g h
numerous editions and
continues to be studied
in universities and read
by the general  public.
The  book's  influence
e x t e n d s  b e y o n d
politics  to  literature,
science, and education.
T h e  w o r k  i s  a
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t e s t a m e n t  t o
Jefferson's
extraordinary range of
interests.  He  could
m o v e  f r o m  a
d i scuss ion  o f  the
geology  of  the  Blue
Ridge Mountains to an
a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e
separation of powers to
a  meditation  on  the
morality  of  slavery.
This breadth makes the
N o t e s  a  u n i q u e
document in American
letters.  There  is  no
other  book  from  the
found ing  era  that
combines  so  many
disc ip l ines  in  one
coherent  vision.
At  the  same  t ime,
Notes On The State
O f  V i r g i n i a  B y
Thomas Jefferson is a
d e e p l y  h u m a n
document ,  fu l l  o f

contradictions  and
tensions.  The  same
author who wrote that
"all  men  are  created
e q u a l "  i n  t h e
D e c l a r a t i o n  o f
Independence  here
wrote  passages  that
d e f e n d e d  r a c i a l
hierarchy.  The  same
man who called slavery
a  " h i d e o u s  b l o t "
cont inued  to  ho ld
e n s l a v e d  p e o p l e
throughout  his  life.
These  contradictions
do  not  diminish  the
importance  of  the
book; they make it all
the more revealing as
a window into the soul
o f  a  n a t i o n  s t i l l
struggl ing  with  its
founding  ideals.

CONCLUSION: A
MIRROR OF THE
AMERICAN MIND


