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BackgroundInfomraton 

George Mason (1725-1792)  i s  perhaps best  recognized as  the  pr inc ip le  author  of  the  
Virg in ia  Declarat ion of  Rights  wr i t ten in  1776.  Among his  peers ,  he  was  a  respected 
member  of  the gentry  c lass .  Though not  a  lawyer ,  he  had an expans ive  knowledge of  
Virg in ia  land law and Engl i sh const i tut iona l  l aw.  Poss ib ly  the  second largest  s lave 
owner  in  Fa i r fax  County  (af ter  George Washington) ,  Mason 's  v iews on s lavery  are  
revea led in  h is  wr i t ings .  He intense ly  d is l iked and d isapproved of  the  inst i tut ion 
and argued aga inst  i t .   

Outspoken in  h is  sent iments  f rom 1765 unt i l  the  end of  h is  l i fe ,  George Mason was 
cons is tent  in  h is  arguments  and ominous in  h is  warnings .  At  the  Const i tut iona l  
Convent ion in  Phi lade lphia  in  1787 he sa id :  

Al though opposed to  s lavery ,  Mason remained a  s lave owner  unt i l  the  end of  h is  
l i fe .  His  lengthy wi l l ,  which named 36 s laves  indiv idua l ly ,  manumit ted none of  
them.[3]  George Mason c lear ly  presents  us  wi th  a  paradox:  Why d id  th is  prominent  
gentry  s lave  owner  argue in  the  publ ic  forum aga inst  the  inst i tut ion of  s lavery ,  yet  
f ree  none of  h is  own s laves?  The fo l lowing excerpts  f rom his  wr i t ings  he lp  to  
explore  George Mason’s  a t t i tude :  

Document 

1 7 6 5 :  The  Po l i c y  o f  en courag ing  th e  Impor ta t i on  o f  f r e e  Peop l e  & d i s c ourag ing  tha t  o f  S lav e s  
ha s  n ev e r  b e en  du l y  c on s id e r ed  in  th i s  Co lony ,  o r  we  shou 'd  no t  a t  th i s  Day  s e e  on e  Hal f  o f  ou r  
b e s t  Lands  in  mos t  Par t s  o f  th e  Count r y  r ema in  uns e t l ed  [ s i c ] ,  & the  o th e r  cu l t i va t ed  w i th  
S lav e s ;  no t  t o  men t i on  th e  i l l  Ef f e c t  su ch  a  Pra c t i c e  ha s  upon  th e  Mora l s  & Manner s  o f  our  
Peop l e :  on e  o f  th e  f i r s t  S i gn s  o f  th e  Decay ,  & pe rhaps  th e  p r imary  Caus e  o f  th e  Des t ru c t i on  o f  
th e  mos t  f l ou r i sh ing  Gove rnmen t  tha t  e v e r  ex i s t ed  was  th e  In t r oduc t i on  o f  g r ea t  Number s  o f  
S lav e s  -  an  Ev i l  v e r y  pa th e t i ca l l y  d e s c r i b ed  by  th e  Roman His t o r ians  -  bu t  ' t i s  no t  th e  p r e s en t  
In t en t i on  t o  expos e  our  Weakne s s  by  examin ing  th i s  Sub j e c t  t o o  f r e e l y . [4]  

1 7 7 3 :  [S lav e r y  i s ]  tha t  s l ow  Po i s on ,  wh i ch  i s  da i l y  c on tamina t ing  th e  Minds  & Mora l s  o f  our  
Peop l e .  Eve r y  Gen t l emen  [ s i c ]  h e r e  i s  bo rn  a  p e t t y  Tyran t .  Pra c t i c ed  in  Ac t s  o f  Despo t i sm & 
Crue l t y ,  we  b e c ome  ca l l ou s  t o  th e  Di c ta t e s  o f  Humani t y ,  & a l l  th e  f in e r  f e e l i n g s  o f  th e  Sou l .  
Taugh t  t o  r e ga rd  a  par t  o f  ou r  own Spe c i e s  in  th e  mos t  ab j e c t  & con t empt ib l e  Deg r e e  b e l ow us ,  
we  l o s e  tha t  Id ea  o f  th e  Dign i t y  o f  Man,  wh i ch  th e  Hand o f  Natur e  had  imp lan t ed  in  u s ,  f o r  
g r ea t  & us e fu l  purpo s e s .  Hab i tua t ed  f r om our  In fan c y  t o  t ramp l e  upon  th e  Righ t s  o f  Human 
Natur e ,  e v e r y  g en e rous ,  e v e r y  l i b e ra l  Sen t imen t ,  i f  no t  ex t ingu i sh ed ,  i s  en f e eb l ed  in  our  Minds .  
And in  su ch  an  in f e rna l  S choo l  a r e  t o  b e  edu ca t ed  our  fu tu r e  Leg i s l a t o r s  & Rul e r s .  The  Laws  
o f  impar t ia l  Prov id en c e  may  e v en  by  su ch  Means  a s  th e s e ,  av eng e  upon  our  Pos t e r i t y  th e  In ju r y  
done  a  s e t  o f  Wre t ch e s ,  whom our  In ju s t i c e  ha th  d ebas ed  a lmos t  t o  a  Lev e l  w i th  th e  Bru t e  
Crea t i on .  The s e  Remarks  may  b e  though t  For e i gn  t o  th e  d e s i gn  o f  th e  annexed  Extra c t s  -  They  

  



wer e  ex to r t ed  by  a  k ind  o f  i r r e s i s t i b l e ,  p e rhaps  an  Enthus ia s t i ck  Impu l s e ;  and  th e  au tho r  o f  
th em cons c i ou s  o f  h i s  own good  In t en t i on s ,  ca r e s  no t  whom th e y  p l ea s e  o r  o f f end . [5] 

1 7 8 7 :  Th i s  in f e rna l  t ra f i c  [ s i c ]  o r i g ina t ed  in  th e  avar i c e  o f  Br i t i sh  Mer chan t s .  The  Br i t i sh  
Gov t .  c on s tan t l y  ch e cked  th e  a t t empt s  o f  Vir g in ia  t o  pu t  a  s t op  t o  i t .  The  p r e s en t  que s t i on  
c on c e rn s  no t  th e  impor t in g  S ta t e s  a l on e  bu t  th e  who l e  Union…. S lav e r y  d i s c ourag e s  a r t s  & 
manu fa c tu r e s .  The  poo r  d e sp i s e  l abo r  when  p e r f o rmed  by  s l av e s .  They  p r e v en t  th e  immig ra t i on  o f  
Whi t e s ,  who  r ea l l y  en r i ch  & s t r eng th en  a  Count r y .  They  p roduc e  th e  mos t  p e rn i c i ou s  e f f e c t  on  
manner s .  Eve r y  mas t e r  o f  s l av e s  i s  bo rn  a  p e t t y  t y ran t .  They  b r ing  th e  j udgmen t  o f  h eav en  on  a  
Count r y .  As  na t i on s  can  no t  [ s i c ]  b e  r ewarded  o r  pun i sh ed  in  th e  n ex t  wor ld  th e y  mus t  b e  in  
th i s .  By  an  in ev i tab l e  cha in  o f  caus e s  & e f f e c t s  p rov id en c e  pun i sh e s  na t i ona l  s in s ,  b y  na t i ona l  
ca lami t i e s….[I t  i s ]  e s s en t ia l  in  e v e r y  po in t  o f  v i ew  tha t  th e  Gen l .  Gov t .  shou ld  hav e  power  t o  
p r e v en t  th e  in c r ea s e  o f  s l av e r y . [6]  

1 7 8 8 :  The  augmen ta t i on  o f  s l av e s  weakens  th e  s ta t e s ;  and  su ch  a  t rad e  i s  d iabo l i ca l  in  i t s e l f ,  
and  d i s g ra c e fu l  t o  mankind .  Ye t  by  th i s  c on s t i tu t i on  i t  i s  c on t inued  f o r  twen t y  y ea r s ,  As  much  
a s  I  va lu e  an  [ s i c ]  un i on  o f  a l l  t h e  s ta t e s ,  I  wou ld  no t  admi t  th e  s ou th e rn  s ta t e s  in t o  th e  un i on ,  
un l e s s  th e y  ag r e ed  t o  th e  d i s c on t inuanc e  o f  th i s  d i s g ra c e fu l  t rad e ,  b e caus e  i t  wou ld  b r ing  
weakne s s  and  no t  s t r eng th  t o  th e  un i on .  And though  th i s  in famous  t ra f f i c  b e  c on t inued ,  we  hav e  
no  s e cu r i t y  f o r  th e  p rop e r t y  o f  tha t  k ind  wh i ch  we  hav e  a l r eady .  The r e  i s  no  c l aus e  in  th i s  
c on s t i tu t i on  t o  s e cu r e  i t ;  f o r  th e y  may  lay  su ch  a  tax a s  w i l l  amount  t o  manumis s i on .  And 
shou ld  th e  g ov e rnmen t  b e  amended ,  s t i l l  t h i s  d e t e s tab l e  k ind  o f  c ommer c e  canno t  b e  d i s c on t inued  
t i l l  a f t e r  th e  exp i ra t i on  o f  twen t y  y ea r s .  For  th e  f i f t h  a r t i c l e  [ o f  th e  Cons t i tu t i on] ,  wh i ch  
p rov id e s  f o r  amendmen t s ,  expr e s s l y  ex c ep t s  th i s  c l aus e .  I  hav e  e v e r  l o oked  upon  th i s  a s  a  mos t  
d i s g ra c e fu l  th ing  t o  Amer i ca .  I  canno t  expr e s s  my  d e t e s ta t i on  o f  i t .  Ye t  th e y  hav e  no t  s e cu r ed  u s  
th e  p rop e r t y  o f  th e  s l av e s  we  hav e  a l r eady .  So  tha t  “ th e y  hav e  done  wha t  th e y  ough t  no t  t o  hav e  
done ,  and  l e f t  undone  wha t  th e y  ough t  t o  hav e  done .” [7]  

1 7 9 2 :  [Not e s  o f  Thomas  J e f f e r s on ’ s  c onv e r sa t i on  w i th  Geor g e  Mason : ]  The  c on s t [ i tu t i o ]n  a s  
ag r e ed  t o  t i l l  a  f o r tn i gh t  b e f o r e  th e  c onv en t i on  r o s e  was  su ch  a  one  a s  [Mason]  w[ou l ]d  hav e  s e t  
h i s  hand  & hear t  t o . . . .Wi th  r e sp e c t  t o  th e  impor t [a t i o ]n  o f  s l av e s  i t  was  l e f t  t o  Congr e s s .  Th i s  
d i s tu rb ed  th e  2  Sou the rnmos t  s ta t e s  who  knew tha t  Congr e s s  wou ld  immed ia t e l y  suppr e s s  th e  
impor t [a t i o ]n  o f  s l av e s .  Thos e  2  s ta t e s  th e r e f o r e  s t ru ck up  a  bar ga in  w i th  th e  3  N.  Eng l [an]d  
s ta t e s ,  i f  t h e y  wou ld  j o in  t o  admi t  s l av e s  f o r  s ome  y ea r s ,  th e  2  Sou the rnmos t  s ta t e s  w[ou l ]d  j o in  
in  chang ing  th e  c l aus e  wh i ch  r equ i r ed  2/3 o f  th e  l e g i s l a tu r e  in  any  vo t e .  I t  was  done .  The s e  
a r t i c l e s  we r e  chang ed  a c c o rd ing l y ,  & f r om tha t  momen t  th e  two  S[ou the rn] .  s ta t e s  and  th e  3  
Nor th e rn  one s  j o in ed  Pen[nsy l van ia ] .  J e r s [ e y ] .  & De l [awar e ] .  & made  th e  ma jo r i t y  8 .  t o  3 .  
a ga in s t  u s  in s t ead  o f  8 .  t o  3 .  f o r  u s  a s  i t  had  b e en  th ro '  th e  who l e  c onv en t i on .  Under  th i s  
c oa l i t i on  th e  g r ea t  p r in c ip l e s  o f  th e  Cons t [ i tu t i o ]n  we r e  chang ed  in  th e  l a s t  day s  o f  th e  
Conven t i on . [8]  

 

	
  


