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SLAVERY AND FREEDOM 

 

PROF. JAMES HORTON 

Thomas Jefferson was certainly aware of the contradiction between his statement that "God gave 

people, among other things, the right to liberty" and he had one hundred and fifty people which 

he did not allow to enjoy liberty. Well of course, in process of trying to reconcile this great 

contradiction, one of things that people did was to develop what later became known as "racial 

theory". And that is the notion that yes God did divide freedom to human beings. But there are 

some human beings who are so inferior that they cannot practice freedom, they cannot stand to 

be free. 

 

VELMA MAIA THOMAS 

What seems to be popular is that they were just men of their times and that's what society 

accepted at the time. And if you were wealthy and you had all this land you needed someone to 

work it so you could kind of rationalize a little bit by saying well they're almost free, almost 

human and by golly one day we're going to free them, but not yet. I have this plantation, not 

quite yet. So I'm sure some of the founding fathers wrestled with the idea but a lot of times is just 

we really couldn't do anything about it, it was the law of the land, we want to prosper, we're 

working towards the gradual abolition, gradual emancipation. 

 

NARRATOR 

Every year between two and three thousand slaves ride the Underground Railroad. Slave owners 

are puzzled by the exodus. They blame something called "Drapetomania" - an invented brain 

disease peculiar to blacks. 

 

VELMA MAIA THOMAS 

Had to come up with something, had to study it, to figure out what was the problem, so they said 

it was an imbalance that would caused us to want to run. It sounds ridiculous now. But that's how 

they justified enslaving people. 

 

ACTOR AS WILLIAM STILL 

The slave holders were utterly at a lost to account for the unnatural desire on part of the slaves to 

escape to the north. Where they affirmed that they would be far less happy with their freedom. In 

the hands of those so kind, indulgent towards them. 

 

VELMA MAIA THOMAS 

They figured well you had security from the cradle to the grave, someone feeding you and 

clothing you and looking out for your needs, why would you want to run. But they didn't 

understand, we wanted to be free people, people want to be free, people see freedom and say "I 

can do that, I can provide for myself if you give me the opportunity." And so when someone 

whom they thought should be grateful, for all that was being done for them, decided to run - 

they were saying what is the problem here? I thought you were happy, I thought you were 

satisfied, never understanding that what we wanted was freedom, basic simple freedom and the 

right to build our own family, communities and homes. 


