
Benjamin Banneker Letter To Thomas
Jefferson Rhetorical Analysis

Benjamin Banneker's Letter to Thomas Jefferson is a significant historical
document that showcases not only the intellectual capabilities of its author
but also the complex social and political dynamics of 18th-century America.
Written in 1791, the letter serves as a poignant appeal for racial equality,
challenging the deeply entrenched ideas of white supremacy that characterized
the period. This article will provide a detailed rhetorical analysis of
Banneker’s letter, examining its context, structure, rhetorical strategies,



and the impact it had on American society.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate Banneker's letter, it is essential to understand the
historical background against which it was written. The late 18th century was
a time of profound change in America, marked by the struggle for independence
from British rule and the formation of a new government. However, this era
was also characterized by the persistence of slavery and racial
discrimination.

1. The Enlightenment Influence: The Enlightenment ideals of liberty,
equality, and justice were circulating widely, influencing many American
leaders. Thomas Jefferson, a key figure in this movement, authored the
Declaration of Independence, which proclaimed that "all men are created
equal." However, this ideal was not extended to African Americans, who were
largely enslaved and denied basic rights.

2. Banneker’s Background: Benjamin Banneker was a free African American born
in 1731 in Maryland. He was a self-taught mathematician, astronomer, and
writer. His achievements were remarkable, especially considering the societal
barriers faced by African Americans at the time. Banneker's education and
intellect positioned him uniquely to address Jefferson, making his arguments
all the more compelling.

Structure of the Letter

Banneker’s letter to Jefferson is methodically structured, consisting of
several key components that work together to enhance its rhetorical
effectiveness.

Opening Appeal

Banneker opens his letter with a respectful tone, addressing Jefferson as a
"man of science" and a "philosopher." This appeal to ethos establishes
Banneker’s respect for Jefferson’s intellect and positions him as a credible
interlocutor. By invoking Jefferson's status, Banneker aims to gain the
attention and consideration of one of America’s most influential leaders.

Historical Context and Personal Experience

In the subsequent paragraphs, Banneker references the injustices faced by
African Americans, appealing to Jefferson's own writings on liberty and



freedom. He reminds Jefferson of the suffering endured by enslaved people,
effectively using historical evidence to underscore his argument. Banneker’s
use of personal experience and historical context serves to humanize the
plight of African Americans, moving beyond abstract ideals to the lived
reality of oppression.

Logical Argumentation

Banneker employs logos, or logical reasoning, throughout his letter. He
presents compelling arguments about the equality of all humans, regardless of
race. By questioning the validity of racial superiority, he challenges
Jefferson directly:

- Countering Racial Theories: Banneker argues against the commonly held
belief that African Americans were inferior. He presents evidence of his own
accomplishments in mathematics and astronomy as proof that intelligence is
not confined to any race.

- Moral Responsibility: He appeals to Jefferson's moral sensibilities,
reminding him of the principles of justice and equality that should extend to
all people, including African Americans.

Rhetorical Strategies

Banneker's letter is rich with rhetorical strategies that enhance its
persuasive power.

Appeal to Pathos

Banneker effectively invokes emotions throughout his letter. He paints a
vivid picture of the suffering experienced by enslaved individuals, appealing
to the reader’s empathy. By highlighting the emotional and psychological toll
of slavery, he seeks to create a sense of urgency and moral obligation within
Jefferson.

Use of Allusions

Banneker references biblical and historical figures to bolster his arguments.
By alluding to the shared humanity of all people, he connects his message to
universal values. This strategy not only enhances the emotional resonance of
his letter but also aligns his argument with widely accepted moral beliefs.



Call to Action

The conclusion of Banneker's letter serves as a powerful call to action. He
urges Jefferson to reconsider his views on race and slavery, appealing to his
conscience and sense of justice. This direct appeal challenges Jefferson to
take a stand against the very injustices that he professed to oppose.

Impact and Legacy

The impact of Banneker's letter cannot be overstated. While it may not have
led to immediate changes in Jefferson's views or the broader society, it was
a critical stepping stone in the fight for racial equality. The letter is
often cited as one of the early assertions of African American
intellectualism and activism.

1. Inspiration for Future Generations: Banneker’s eloquence and reasoning
inspired subsequent generations of African American leaders and activists,
including figures like Frederick Douglass and W.E.B. Du Bois, who would
continue the fight for civil rights.

2. Cultural Significance: The letter is a testament to the intellectual
contributions of African Americans during a time when their voices were
largely marginalized. It serves as a reminder of the rich history of
resistance against oppression.

3. Historical Recognition: Today, Benjamin Banneker is recognized not only
for his scientific achievements but also for his role as a social justice
advocate. His letter to Jefferson is preserved as a significant document in
American history, reflecting the ongoing struggle for equality.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Benjamin Banneker's letter to Thomas Jefferson is a profound
example of rhetorical skill and moral philosophy. Through respectful
addressing, logical reasoning, emotional appeals, and historical context,
Banneker crafts a compelling argument for racial equality that challenges the
prevailing attitudes of his time. His work stands as a crucial part of the
discourse on race in America, emphasizing the need for justice and equality
for all individuals. The legacy of Banneker's letter continues to resonate
today, reminding us of the importance of intellectual discourse in the
pursuit of social justice.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the historical context behind Benjamin
Banneker's letter to Thomas Jefferson?
The letter was written in 1791, during a time when the United States was
grappling with issues of slavery and civil rights. Banneker, a free African
American mathematician and astronomer, sought to remind Jefferson of the
principles of liberty and equality outlined in the Declaration of
Independence.

What rhetorical strategies does Banneker employ in
his letter?
Banneker uses appeals to ethos, pathos, and logos. He establishes his
credibility by referencing his education and accomplishments, evokes
emotional responses by highlighting the plight of enslaved Africans, and
employs logical arguments to challenge Jefferson's views on race and
equality.

How does Banneker address the issue of race in his
letter?
Banneker confronts Jefferson's racial prejudices directly, arguing that the
intelligence and capabilities of black individuals should not be dismissed.
He calls into question the moral implications of slavery and asserts that all
men, regardless of race, are entitled to the same rights.

What is the significance of Banneker's reference to
the Declaration of Independence?
By invoking the Declaration of Independence, Banneker emphasizes the
hypocrisy of a nation that professes freedom while permitting slavery. His
reference serves as a powerful reminder of the core values of equality and
justice that the United States was built upon.

In what ways does Banneker's letter serve as a
critique of Jefferson's beliefs?
Banneker critiques Jefferson's belief in the inferiority of blacks by
presenting himself as an educated and accomplished individual. He challenges
Jefferson to live up to the ideals of the Enlightenment and to reconsider his
stance on race and slavery.

What emotional appeals does Banneker make in his



letter?
Banneker appeals to the emotions of Jefferson by inviting him to empathize
with the suffering of enslaved people. He draws on shared human experiences
and moral responsibility, aiming to evoke shame and guilt regarding the
institution of slavery.

How does Banneker's letter reflect Enlightenment
ideals?
The letter embodies Enlightenment ideals by advocating for reason, individual
rights, and social justice. Banneker articulates a vision of equality that
aligns with Enlightenment thinkers who championed liberty and rational
thought.

What impact did Banneker's letter have on
contemporary debates about slavery?
Banneker's letter contributed to the growing abolitionist sentiment by
providing a powerful, intellectual argument against slavery. It helped to
elevate the discourse around race and equality, influencing both public
opinion and future abolitionist efforts.

What can modern readers learn from Banneker's
rhetorical approach?
Modern readers can learn the importance of using reasoned arguments combined
with emotional appeals to advocate for justice. Banneker's ability to blend
personal experience with broader societal critique serves as a model for
effective rhetoric in social justice movements today.
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