
thomas jefferson notes on the state of
virginia
Thomas Jefferson's Notes on the State of Virginia is a seminal work that encapsulates the political,
social, and natural landscape of Virginia in the late 18th century. Written in 1781 and published in
1785, this document serves not only as a reflection of Jefferson's thoughts and philosophies but also
as a critical historical document that provides insight into the early American republic. Jefferson,
who would later become the third President of the United States and one of the Founding Fathers,
utilized this work to express his views on government, society, agriculture, and the environment,
offering a comprehensive overview of Virginia's conditions at the time.

Historical Context

In order to fully appreciate Thomas Jefferson's Notes on the State of Virginia, one must consider the
historical context in which it was written. The American Revolutionary War had recently concluded,
and the United States was in its infancy, grappling with the challenges of self-governance and the
formation of a national identity. Virginia, as one of the original colonies, played a crucial role in this
process.

The Influence of Enlightenment Thought

Jefferson was heavily influenced by Enlightenment thinkers, particularly those who emphasized
reason, individual rights, and the social contract. Key elements of Enlightenment thought that
permeate Jefferson’s work include:

1. Natural Rights: The idea that individuals have inherent rights that cannot be taken away, which
would later become a cornerstone of American democracy.
2. Empirical Observation: Jefferson’s reliance on observation and reason, reflecting the scientific
method, allowed him to assess the conditions of Virginia critically.
3. Skepticism of Authority: Jefferson’s wariness of centralized power and aristocracy is evident
throughout his writings.

Purpose of the Notes

Jefferson's Notes on the State of Virginia was originally written in response to inquiries posed by
French philosopher Marquis de Condorcet. The purpose of the work was to provide a comprehensive
overview of Virginia’s geography, natural resources, economy, and government. Jefferson aimed to
showcase the strengths and weaknesses of the state while promoting the idea of republicanism and
the virtues of agrarian life.



Geography and Natural Resources

One of the key sections of Notes on the State of Virginia is Jefferson's detailed examination of the
state's geography and natural resources. Virginia's diverse landscape, ranging from mountains to
fertile valleys, played a significant role in shaping its agricultural economy.

Topography

Jefferson meticulously described Virginia's varied geography, which included:

- Appalachian Mountains: A natural barrier that influenced settlement patterns and defense.
- Rivers: The James, Potomac, and Shenandoah rivers were vital for transportation and trade.
- Valleys: Fertile lands in the Shenandoah Valley encouraged agriculture, which was central to the
economy.

Natural Resources

Jefferson highlighted several natural resources that Virginia possessed, which contributed to its
economy:

- Tobacco: The primary cash crop that formed the backbone of Virginia’s economy.
- Grains: Wheat and corn were also important for both subsistence and trade.
- Forestry: Abundant timber resources provided materials for construction and shipbuilding.

Government and Society

In Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson also delved into the structure of government and the
nature of society. He was a strong advocate for a democratic government rooted in the consent of
the governed.

Political Philosophy

Jefferson articulated several key principles regarding governance:

1. Separation of Powers: He believed in dividing government into branches to prevent tyranny.
2. Checks and Balances: Each branch should have the ability to limit the powers of the others,
promoting accountability.
3. Popular Sovereignty: The government derives its power from the people, emphasizing the role of
the citizenry in governance.



Slavery and Society

One of the more controversial aspects of Jefferson’s work is his discussion of slavery. While he
owned slaves himself, he expressed conflicted views on the institution:

- Moral Dilemma: Jefferson acknowledged the inhumanity of slavery but felt it was ingrained in the
economic fabric of Virginia.
- Gradual Emancipation: He proposed the idea of gradual emancipation but struggled to reconcile
this with the realities of his time.
- Racial Theories: Jefferson’s views on race, particularly his belief in the intellectual inferiority of
Black individuals, reflect the prejudices of his era and have been widely criticized.

Education and Enlightenment

Another significant topic in Notes on the State of Virginia is the importance of education. Jefferson
believed that an educated citizenry was essential for the success of a republic.

Public Education

Jefferson advocated for a system of public education that would be accessible to all, arguing that:

- Informed Citizens: An educated populace would make informed decisions and participate actively
in governance.
- Agrarian Society: Education should be tailored to the needs of an agrarian society, with an
emphasis on practical knowledge.

Universities and Higher Education

He also envisioned the establishment of universities, which would serve as centers of knowledge and
enlightenment. Jefferson founded the University of Virginia in 1819, which embodied his educational
ideals.

Conclusion

Thomas Jefferson's Notes on the State of Virginia provides a comprehensive overview of the political,
social, and natural landscape of Virginia in the late 18th century. Through his detailed examinations,
Jefferson not only chronicled the state’s resources and geography but also articulated a vision for
governance and society rooted in Enlightenment principles.

While his work is a reflection of its time, it also raises critical questions about slavery, race, and the
contradictions inherent in the ideals of freedom and equality. Jefferson’s conflicted legacy continues
to spark debate among historians and scholars, making Notes on the State of Virginia a crucial text



for understanding both the history of Virginia and the broader narrative of American democracy.

In summary, Jefferson’s writings serve as both a historical document and a philosophical treatise,
inviting readers to reflect on the complexities of governance, society, and human rights in the
formation of the United States. The work's enduring relevance speaks to the continuing evolution of
American ideals and the challenges that accompany them.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of Thomas Jefferson's 'Notes on the
State of Virginia'?
The primary focus of 'Notes on the State of Virginia' is to provide a comprehensive description of
Virginia's geography, natural resources, government, and society, as well as Jefferson's thoughts on
various political, social, and moral issues.

How does Jefferson address the issue of slavery in 'Notes on
the State of Virginia'?
In 'Notes on the State of Virginia', Jefferson expresses his complex views on slavery, acknowledging
its moral issues while also discussing its economic necessity and the challenges of emancipation,
reflecting his contradictory stance on the subject.

What does Jefferson argue about the separation of church and
state in 'Notes on the State of Virginia'?
Jefferson argues for the separation of church and state, emphasizing the importance of religious
freedom and the idea that government should not interfere in religious matters, encapsulated in his
famous phrase about a 'wall of separation'.

What are Jefferson's views on education as presented in 'Notes
on the State of Virginia'?
Jefferson advocates for public education in 'Notes on the State of Virginia', arguing that an educated
citizenry is essential for a functioning democracy and that education should be accessible to all,
regardless of social class.

How does Jefferson describe the natural resources of Virginia
in his notes?
Jefferson provides a detailed account of Virginia's natural resources, including its fertile land,
abundant rivers, forests, and minerals, highlighting the state's agricultural potential and economic
opportunities.



What criticism does Jefferson make about the British
government in 'Notes on the State of Virginia'?
Jefferson criticizes the British government for its oppressive policies and lack of representation for
the American colonies, arguing that these injustices justified the colonies' pursuit of independence.

What role does Jefferson attribute to agriculture in Virginia's
economy?
Jefferson attributes a central role to agriculture in Virginia's economy, arguing that it promotes
virtuous citizenship, sustains the economy, and reflects the state's identity and values.

In 'Notes on the State of Virginia', how does Jefferson perceive
Native Americans?
Jefferson's perception of Native Americans in 'Notes on the State of Virginia' is complex; he admires
their noble qualities but also views them as obstacles to westward expansion, reflecting the
Eurocentric attitudes of his time.

How does Jefferson's writing in 'Notes on the State of Virginia'
reflect Enlightenment ideals?
Jefferson's writing in 'Notes on the State of Virginia' reflects Enlightenment ideals through his
emphasis on reason, empirical observation, individual rights, and the belief in progress and
improvement in society.

What impact did 'Notes on the State of Virginia' have on
American political thought?
'Notes on the State of Virginia' significantly impacted American political thought by influencing
debates on states' rights, government structure, and individual liberties, laying groundwork for
future discussions on democracy and civil rights.
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