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Preface

We Are the Country That Loves Nostalgia but Hates History

While working on this book, I became an American citizen. The ceremony took place in a skyscraper in Lower Manhattan. I sat with about forty other people in a room where we were all proclaimed Americans, surrounded by pictures of the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island, the small entry-point off Manhattan where millions of migrants have arrived throughout the centuries. An older man with a broad Caribbean accent swore us in as citizens, after telling us how he himself had immigrated to the United States from Jamaica twelve years ago.

Just in front of me sat an older woman in a hijab, and to my right, an Orthodox Jewish man in a traditional hat, black coat, and crisp white shirt. The host, a warm and cheerful middle-aged man, asked everyone where they were from, which has never been a particularly provocative question in the United States; almost everyone here has roots on other continents. One younger woman was from the Dominican Republic. A married retired couple from South Korea. A man my age from Nigeria. A family with two children from Bangladesh. We went into the room that morning with dozens of different nationalities, but we all came out as Americans.

Afterward, we were photographed next to the American flag. When I sent the picture to two American friends, they responded not with jubilant congratulations, but with bitter self-deprecation: “Welcome to the sinking ship,” the first wrote. “Now you can finally share our despair as we slowly crumble as a country,” the other friend wrote. The tone was perhaps unsurprising after several years in which the United States seems to have been in a permanent state of crisis, hovering between democracy and autocracy. But it captures the new American self-image that has emerged in the twenty-first century. The United States used to be the land of eager optimism. But my friends’ text messages were more reminiscent of the resigned self-deprecation I associate with fallen empires like Britain, Russia, and Japan.

European journalists have always made pilgrimages to the United States to declare the American dream dead. That the United States is past its prime must be the most hackneyed angle of international reporting from here. I am not the least bit nostalgic about America’s past. On the contrary, almost everything here was worse before. But I don’t know if the United States will be able to recover from the political crisis it is currently in. At worst, the United States has only a few years left as a functioning democratic society. I have covered American politics for two decades, traveling to all fifty states, and I have never felt a deeper worry about the country’s future.

* * *

So how did we end up here? American democracy has never been the gleaming utopia of boundless opportunities that its presidents have often tried to portray it as. The Founding Fathers ensured that only landowning White men had the right to vote. Thomas Jefferson drafted the beautiful promises of the Declaration of Independence, while at his home on the Monticello slave estate, he personally ordered the whipping of disobedient twelve-year-old enslaved boys.

White women have had the right to vote for a century. Black Americans in the South have only had this right since 1965, when the Voting Rights Act formally outlawed the reign of terror that had hitherto deterred them from voting. However, during the last half century, the American project has been carried forward on a shared hope that, despite its bloody history, the country can and will improve its democracy—that the United States of America is slowly but surely trying to become “a more perfect union,” as the US Constitution, later quoted by Abraham Lincoln and Barack Obama, put it.

In recent years, democracy has not been on the rise in the United States, but has made a radical retreat. Shortly after the 2016 presidential election, the United States lost its status as a full democracy, according to Freedom House, a think tank that maps democracy globally. During Donald Trump’s four years as president, the United States fell rapidly in most of the criteria used to assess the stability of democracy: the independence of the high courts, the fairness of the electoral systems, respect for freedom of the press, freedom of assembly, and human rights. The United States now had a president who praised dozens of dictators, despots, and authoritarian regimes—in China, Russia, the Philippines, and Hungary.

At the same time, Republican party colleagues launched a historic offensive against voting rights and open elections. Many of the controversial methods they use are ancient, but never before has the United States had a presidential election where the incumbent president himself waged an open war on the legitimacy of the election.

It culminated in the storming of the Capitol in January 2021. The attack might have looked farcical, but it was no joke. Far-right hooligans and thousands of ordinary Republicans joined forces in a deadly attack on the hallowed halls of American democracy. They wanted to kill the vice president and the Speaker of the House. Above all, they wanted to overturn a legitimate election result.

It was a reminder that the worst threat to the United States today is neither Vladimir Putin nor Xi Jinping, but the domestic radical right. We have now reached a point where it is easier to imagine the end of American democracy than to imagine the end of nationalism.

* * *

When Donald Trump became president, it was popular among political experts to tilt their heads and say: “We have to take his voters seriously. We can’t just dismiss them as racists.” The implication was that any discussion of racism is inherently unserious. But perhaps it is the other way around. It is hard to take American history or contemporary politics seriously without understanding American racism. Racial discrimination is a thread that binds together the story of America, its original sin and chronic paradox, its “heritage,” as Ta-Nehisi Coates writes.

The United States was founded by slave owners who talked about freedom. Twelve American presidents owned slaves. So did more than 1,800 members of Congress. Thomas Jefferson, who himself owned more than one hundred slaves, recognized that slavery was a sin so grave that divine retribution awaited the entire United States. “Indeed I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep for ever,” Jefferson wrote.

The French diplomat and writer Alexis de Tocqueville wrote admiringly about the relatively open democracy of the United States in the early nineteenth century, but was equally astonished by the treatment of Black people. “If there ever are great revolutions there, they will be caused by the presence of the black people upon American soil,” he wrote. Already during the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln understood that the United States had to tame the racism that was the precondition for slavery, or perish as a nation.

In many of America’s biggest political crises, racism has been a key driver. Both the Civil War and the political conflicts of the 1960s were fundamentally about perceptions of Black freedom. In turn, the attacks on democracy in recent years have been given alarming force by a widespread White panic over demographic trends that mean White Americans will soon become a minority of the electorate. Angry nationalists now warn of the “Great replacement,” a far-right conspiracy theory imported from Europe, but here it has taken hold in the center of the American right. Forty percent of Americans—basically the entire Republican Party—say they are worried that Whites are becoming a demographic minority in the United States.

* * *

The history of racism in the United States is often told in a kind of descending scale—from slavery to segregation to more subtle forms of discrimination in the workplace or in housing policy. But American racism is still deadly. During Donald Trump’s four years in office, we saw deadly violence perpetrated against Blacks, Jews, Asians, Hispanics, Muslims, and indigenous people, often carried out by perpetrators who openly celebrated Trump and the ideas he promoted of prioritizing the interests of the White majority in the United States. Hate crimes against all these groups rose sharply during Trump’s four years in office. In total, at least 450 Americans died in attacks and mass shootings directly linked to White supremacist groups and Trump supporters, often accompanied by manifestos expressing support for racist ideas.

Warnings of this violence had been heard for years from US intelligence agencies and organizations that track extremism; the number of far-right militias in the United States increased from 43 to 300 in the years following Obama’s election. But contemporary American racism cannot be understood only as acts of physical violence. Since the abolition of slavery in 1865, racism has just as often taken darker, devious forms. Barack Obama faced several assassination attempts during his years as president, but the most lasting racist reaction to his eight years in the White House was a historic mobilization of nationalists and a consolidation of White voters behind Trump and the Republican Party.

This follows a historical pattern. Every time Black Americans make progress, every time Black Americans gain access to new spaces, white Americans respond with two recurring forms of backlash: violent extremism, and a flight from the commons. The racist backlash thus manifests itself not only in right-wing terror, but also in political reforms that often aim to impoverish the public spaces where whites are no longer allowed to exclude Black people. The white backlash always grows in proportion to the Black advances. When Black people in the South tried to vote in the 1930s—an unacceptable crime according to the white majority—it was mainly themselves who risked their lives. Vigilantes and white terror groups set fire to their homes, or lynched them, sometimes along with their families.

Today, the target of racism is the whole diverse democracy that defines twenty-first-century America. After Joe Biden and Kamala Harris were declared the winners of the 2020 presidential election, a Black man at a polling station in Detroit said: “We used to pick cotton, now we pick presidents.” It is precisely this Black agency that white nationalists refuse to accept. The logical outcome of this development is thus an attack on democracy itself, the largest community in the United States.

* * *

It is not racism that is unique to the United States, but the zeal with which it proclaims its own innocence. “We are the country that loves nostalgia but hates history,” says a human rights lawyer I interviewed for this book. We now seem to have reached a point where history, or perhaps nostalgia, has caught up with the United States. The bill is on the table, but the United States is not ready to pay, as James Baldwin put it.

The point is that racism, if not taken seriously but allowed to grow and fester, eventually corrodes all of society. It is impossible to have a functioning democracy when elected politicians do not consider all citizens as equals. The United States is currently in a paradoxical situation. On the one hand, an ex-president mobilized a national mass movement that declared war on pluralist democracy. On the other hand, the largest protests against racism in American history has taken place during the past few years. Thirty million Americans participated in anti-racist protests after George Floyd was killed by a white police officer in May 2020. Similar demonstrations were held in more than fifty countries. America’s main ideological export in the 2020s was thus not only Trump’s nationalism, but also an anti-racist protest movement that lingers throughout the world.

If the United States were just a racist reign of terror, it wouldn’t be very interesting as a country; I certainly couldn’t stand living here. Instead, what makes the United States both interesting and frustrating is that it oscillates between these periods of tolerance and intolerance. Americans are very good at racism, but they are also very good at anti-racism.

The most successful Black leaders in American history have often been those who have embraced the quest for Black freedom as an inherently American idea, seeing it as an emancipatory movement born precisely from the universal promises articulated—if not acted upon—by the Enlightenment ideals of the Founding Fathers. As early as 1791, Black scientist Benjamin Banneker wrote a letter to Thomas Jefferson, complaining that Jefferson claimed that “all men are created equal” while owning slaves. What Banneker demanded was no more and no less than that the United States live up to its own promises.

This humble claim has since been reiterated by Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Ida B. Wells, by Langston Hughes and James Baldwin, by Toni Morrison and Barack Obama right up to the present day. The ideals of freedom and human rights articulated by Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin in the Declaration of Independence have inspired Nelson Mandela and Václav Havel, Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr., dissidents in Tunisia and Hong Kong.

While working on this book, I conducted several interviews with Bryan Stevenson, a lawyer and human rights activist who has often been called an American Mandela. Stevenson has rescued more than one hundred Black Americans from death row, but he now spends most of his time trying to correct the very historical, racist myths that have so long crippled the American South. Inspired by trips to Germany and South Africa, he is building museums and memorials to remind Americans of the country’s true history. “America’s great sin is not slavery, but the white supremacist ideology that allowed Black people to be seen as inhuman. Slavery is over, but that ideology lives on,” Stevenson said during one of our conversations.

The ambition of this book is to show the roots of that ideology in the United States and how it now threatens the stability of the country. Bryan Stevenson’s work is based on the belief that the United States can only become a better country if its people gain a deeper understanding of the historical sins that have shaped this broken democracy. He operates in the same tradition as Ida B. Wells, Frederick Douglass, and W. E. B. Du Bois, whose literature and research also guided my years in the United States.

To read them, to delve into the deepest abyss of American history, can be psychologically exhausting, but there is also something else that happens when one engages with these classic texts, whether it is Ida B. Wells’s depictions of unimaginable courage as she traveled around the South mapping lynchings, despite constant death threats, or W. E. B. Du Bois’s restrained fury in Black Reconstruction. It is literature that cuts through all illusions, shatters the most persistent myths about America; a clarity takes shape, a light enters, and we actually begin to approach an understanding of the United States.

Twenty-first-century America has produced a wave of new narratives about the history of racism. Since 2013, four new museums have opened in the United States to depict slavery. In the middle of the Mall in Washington, DC, visible from the Lincoln Memorial, a majestic new museum has opened that chronicles four centuries of Black life in what is now the United States. We see the wood chips from the first slave ships, the letters to Jefferson pleading to end slavery, Harriet Tubman’s shawl, Frederick Douglass’s cane, and Emmett Till’s coffin. Millions of Americans have visited the museum and hopefully taken away a deeper truth about the historical wounds that have shaped the United States.

Throughout the country, hundreds of new monuments have been erected to honor people who fought for Black freedom. At the same time, hundreds of statues have been taken down because they represent slave owners, brutal racists, and the Southern generals who fought to preserve slavery.

Historian Jill Lepore has written dozens of books on America’s past. But during the Trump years, she simply decided to write an eight-hundred-page book on the entire history of the United States, where all of the country’s formative narratives are deconstructed. What is striking about this book, her life’s work, These Truths, is how much it is about racism. The new story she wanted to share was precisely about the new insights established here in the twenty-first century.

For if there is one thing that has improved in historical scholarship and popular discourse on American history in recent decades, it is precisely the understanding of racism as a political force that has permeated almost every significant conflict in America’s past. In 2019, the New York Times published a comprehensive special magazine that revised the conventional understanding of America’s genesis. The 1619 Project began the story not with the early white pilgrims, the Mayflower, or the Founding Fathers in the 1770s, but with the first slave ships arriving in North America in that year. Not surprisingly, the project was met with an outcry from nationalists. Donald Trump responded by commissioning an alternative, “patriotic” history of the United States: The 1776 Report, where there would certainly be no distractions about slavery, segregation, and lynchings, but only proud narratives of American heroism.

But a more valid criticism of the project came from historian Eric Foner, who has written some of the best books on the Civil War and Reconstruction, the postwar period when Black rights were temporarily expanded. Foner challenged a historian who claimed that racism is in the “DNA” of the United States. That statement may sound uncontroversial, but Foner pointed out that DNA is unchangeable, unshakeable, while the United States, demonstrably, has changed, can change. Foner, one of the most patient and meticulous chroniclers of the history of American racism, wasn’t looking for an embellished mythology, just a reminder that the United States is not locked into a predetermined direction. It doesn’t have to be racist forever.

* * *

In August 1971, Ronald Reagan called then president Richard Nixon to express his views on people from Africa. “To see these monkeys from these African countries—damn them. They’re still uncomfortable wearing shoes on their feet,” Reagan said. The statement may not fit the popular image of Reagan as a cheerful, freedom-loving optimist. But that’s not because all history books about Reagan lie, but because the authors of those books were unaware of the statement. It only came to light in 2019 when Tim Naftali, former head of the Nixon Presidential Library, published the recording in The Atlantic magazine.

Almost every week, we learn new details about American history. Reagan’s quote about “monkeys” is important for understanding his political motivations. Then the governor of California, he had already begun the journey that would take him to the White House, where he often implemented policies that seemed designed with surgical precision to hit poor Black Americans the hardest.

But equally important is the fact that Reagan was contradictory. As president, he signed a historic immigration reform that gave citizenship to 3 million non-white migrants, including hundreds of thousands of Africans. In his final speech as president, he described the United States as a place to welcome all the world’s people, with “gates open to anyone with the will and the heart to enter.” Reagan came out of a deeply racist conservative movement, but still helped modernize the United States as a country defined by diversity, where an American identity did not have to be a synonym for whiteness.

It does not absolve Reagan of the blame for his racist acts or statements, but it adds nuance to the picture of both him and American history. Above all, it reminds us that both people and countries can change. Tolerance can slowly emerge even in the gray moss of bigotry.

This is not an optimistic book, but the very seriousness of the racial crisis in the United States can be understood not only as a continuation of a chronic problem, the long shadow of slavery, but also as a reaction to recent progress of Black and ethnic minorities.

In most of the national elections held in the United States in the 2000s, politicians advocating tolerance, openness, and diversity have won more votes than those advocating the opposite. This is precisely why the nationalists are mobilizing in an impatient offensive against democracy itself—they have lost the battle of ideas, so they are trying to win political power by more insidious means.

In the 1960s, many of America’s keenest observers—Garry Wills, James Baldwin, Elizabeth Hardwick—warned that the country’s racial conflicts put democracy in an existential crisis. European intellectuals traveled here during the riots following the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. and described the feeling that “a civil war may be imminent.”

This might sound alarmist in hindsight, but they were not exaggerating. The United States truly was on the verge of a broad democratic collapse at the time. But the country was saved because a majority managed to tame the volcanic eruption of intolerance. Even now, there is no predetermined path for the United States. The national political landscape is undeniably bleak. In Congress, the small surviving minority of Democratic-friendly Republicans has been marginalized by the party’s vocal majority of Trump loyalists. On the Supreme Court, the moderately conservative Chief Justice John Roberts has lost command to ultraconservatives Clarence Thomas and Brett Kavanaugh, who now engage in a kind of radical right-wing judicial à la carte, special-ordering cases that allow them to reverse virtually all of the expansion of rights for women, Black people, and minorities since the 1960s. The lines between the violent far right and the conservative establishment have begun to erode.

Right-wing groups such as the Oath Keepers, which took part in the storming of the Capitol, are full of veterans or active members of the police and military. Several elected Republicans have also been linked to the group. But in most of the big cities where a majority of Americans actually live, racism has long been retreating. In Houston, New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Austin, Phoenix, and Atlanta, it is now taken for granted that immigration benefits society, that Black and white people deserve equal rights, that diversity is a feature, not a bug, of the modern American metropolis, that mosques and synagogues belong in the same neighborhood.

Nor are there the thorny debates about everyday cultural differences, about burkinis and religious expression, about “assimilation,” that seem to paralyze so many European countries. After the 2001 terrorist attacks on New York, Mayor Michael Bloomberg campaigned to build a mosque at Ground Zero. That, too, is America.

In California, the world’s fifth-largest economy, the entire political discourse as late as the 1990s was defined by xenophobic populism. Today, no one can win elections in the state on racist campaigns. Instead, during the Trump presidency, the entire state of California declared itself a “sanctuary state” for undocumented immigrants.

This is why we must constantly revise our understanding of American history. Mary Beard has said that she wrote her modern classic SPQR because we have learned so many new, astonishing facts about ancient Rome in recent decades that the whole story needed to be rewritten. Her book provided new perspectives on antiquity, as Beard highlighted the perspectives of women and working families rather than focusing on emperors. The book could be written because there had been a marked change in the humanities in the previous decades, with grants funding new research giving new weight to voices that had previously struggled to be heard. The same revolution has taken place in American research and in American historical literature.

African American poet Lucille Clifton wrote in a famous poem: “They ask me to remember/but they want me to remember their memories and I keep on remembering mine.” What has happened in the United States in the twenty-first century is that we have heard more stories from people like Lucille Clifton, voices that were previously silenced. These testimonies create a new oral history of the United States. It is not a cheerful symphony, but it gives us a deeper understanding of what it means to be American.

We are way overdue for a new narrative on America’s oldest problem. If my previous reporting from the United States has mostly documented a search for voices that can capture all the nuances and contradictions of the country, this book is mainly a journey back in time, guided by the history books that have best depicted the reign of terror against Black Americans since 1619, when the first enslaved Africans arrived here.

I hope that this book not only summarizes my two decades in the United States, but also this new wave of popular historiography. But it would be arrogant to think that we have now achieved some kind of definitive history of the United States. The point is that history changes when we learn new things, process new data, hear new perspectives, “when the facts change,” as the historian Tony Judt wrote.

This is the oldest story in the United States, about violence by whites against their Black neighbors, the white storm that swept the country, killing off the indigenous population and preparing the ground for the expansion of slavery. But it is, unfortunately, also a contemporary story, living in a time when racism threatens to destroy the foundations of American democracy.









Chapter 1

Winter at Monticello

Jefferson’s Slaves and America’s Original Sin

It’s not often that it snows at Monticello. But on this February morning, a low pressure has blown in from the Shenandoah Valley, and a few inches of soft virgin snow covers the ground where the American idea was born.

All sharp sounds disappear in the snow, the footsteps become soft and silent, and the noise of time fades to a dull roar. The winter mist envelops the history around me in a poetic glow.

I am on my way to Monticello with a stack of books on Thomas Jefferson in my luggage. Many of the authors I’m carrying with me make the same promise: to solve the historic dilemma of Thomas Jefferson, once and for all: How do we reconcile the fact that the man who wrote the founding documents of the United States, the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, also owned more than one hundred slaves? The freedom-loving visionary who articulated the famous line that “all men are created equal,” language that has underpinned emancipatory movements and human rights activists across the world for two centuries, at the same time accepted that the slaves at his Monticello estate were whipped, tortured, and raped, right outside the window where he wrote these documents.

None of the books succeed in resolving this question. But the best of them at least recognize the paradox: that slavery was not just the personal dilemma of freedom-loving Thomas Jefferson, but the fundamental contradiction of the United States itself. Two hundred and fifty years later, we still live with Jefferson’s virtues, but also with his sins.

Monticello was Thomas Jefferson’s mansion, located on a mountain outside Charlottesville in central Virginia, a few hours south of Washington, DC. Jefferson personally ordered his enslaved workers to cut off large sections of the mountaintop to accommodate his expanding estate.

Geographically speaking, the American South begins as soon as you cross the Potomac River in Washington, DC, and head south on the Lee Highway, named after Confederate Civil War general Robert E. Lee, himself a brutal slave owner. The road continues past Mount Vernon, George Washington’s mansion, where 577 enslaved people worked. Washington himself owned at least 123 of them, and on several occasions, had healthy teeth extracted from an enslaved person when he needed to replace his own broken teeth.

Culturally and politically, the South only begins a little farther south, where the highway runs past Montpelier, the mansion where James Madison, the fourth president of the United States, owned hundreds of enslaved people. However, both Montpelier and Mount Vernon pale in comparison to Jefferson’s elegant Monticello. Around 130 enslaved people worked here in the mid-1770s, when Jefferson drafted the Declaration of Independence.

My first visit to Jefferson’s farm took place in early winter 2013. I had been awarded a grant to travel around the South and explore slavery and Civil War historical sites, which I thought was an interesting story during Barack Obama’s presidency. But these topics were of little interest at Monticello, to say the least. No one who worked there wanted to discuss Jefferson’s past sins. At the time, racism was often portrayed as a dying problem in the United States.

At Monticello, there appeared to be no discussion of the role slavery had on the estate. When a visitor asked about Sally Hemings, who was born a slave at Monticello but had at least five children with Jefferson, the mood turned sour and the host changed the subject.

No books on slavery were sold in the small tourist shop below the farm. My visit then was most interesting for what I didn’t see: any attempt to deal with the country’s history and the grim reality of what actually went on at this slave estate. When I return to Monticello five years later, everything is different. Donald Trump is president and spews racist tirades on a daily basis. Republicans have stopped apologizing for all the statues of Confederate generals adorning the Southern states. Instead, a new kind of Southern nostalgia has been embraced by the right as “patriotism.” Racism has not died, but become central to American politics again.

At Monticello, they have hired three Black historians who, among other things, offer a “slavery tour,” where the well-informed guides recount the terrible details of the daily lives of the enslaved people who lived and worked here. My second visit takes place on the first anniversary of the infamous far-right rally in Charlottesville, where neo-Nazis, nationalists, and Trump supporters marched through the city with burning torches, shouting anti-Semitic and racist slogans, all in protest of the decision to take down a statue of Robert E. Lee. An anti-racist counterprotester was killed by a far-right man during the riots.

Located just outside Charlottesville, Monticello is a landscape where American history can be seen in every corner of the dense hardwood forest. It’s mid-summer, and Monticello is full of tourists from distant states across the country. Virginia’s steamy heat makes the air seem to vibrate along the rolling green hills leading up to the mansion. This time, there is no problem getting answers to questions about the slavery that took place here. Monticello’s new “Slavery tour” takes visitors around the farm’s perimeter, showing the small sheds where enslaved people lived and worked. The guide tells us about the underage slave boys who were tortured, about slave girls who were raped, about families that were broken up when mom or dad was sold on to another farm, and about the enslaved workers who were forced to build this stately palace under threat of whipping in the bitter winter cold of 1772.

Thomas Jefferson himself sensed that slavery was a sin so grave that divine retribution awaited the entire United States. “I tremble for my country when I consider that God is just and that his justice cannot slumber forever,” Jefferson wrote in reference to American slavery. This quote is often used to lend Jefferson an aura of moral pathos, as if to indicate that he understood just how evil slavery was. But Jefferson did not seem to tremble when he considered his own soul and the fate that awaited him after death. He could have, as George Washington did, freed all his slaves on his deathbed. But he chose not to.

Twentieth-century historians have tried to defend Jefferson’s relationship with slavery by ignoring it, portraying him as an unusually compassionate slave master, or explaining that this was simply how people thought and acted at the time.

Edmund Morgan’s American Slavery, American Freedom is a prime example of this sentimental view of Jefferson. Hailed as a modern classic when it was published in 1975, the book was long regarded as one of the definitive accounts of Jefferson and the birth of America as a nation. It was a standard work in American history classes for decades. Morgan devotes four hundred pages to Virginia and the Founding Fathers’ ideas of freedom, but only a single page to Jefferson’s own role in slavery, where Morgan eagerly dismisses any notion of hypocrisy with the protestation that: “Jefferson was the greatest champion of freedom this country has ever seen.”

In the twenty-first century, the old tradition of romanticizing the Founding Fathers has been accompanied by a new wave of more lucid accounts of Jefferson’s paradox. Today’s leading American historians no longer try to ignore the fact that the United States was founded as a slave society, but rather view it as Thomas Jefferson’s most fatal compromise.

Slavery at Monticello and the Founding Fathers’ other slave estates in Virginia is as important to understanding Jefferson and the birth of the United States as the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. They were equally inseparable from the creation of the United States. It is no exaggeration to call freedom and slavery the two parents of the United States. “If Thomas Jefferson is our history, then Sally Hemings is our history,” declared author Ta-Nehisi Coates during a debate on the history of slavery in Congress in 2018.

When the United States was created, Jefferson chose to sweep the slavery dilemma under the rug. Instead, the problem was passed on like a poisoned baton to future presidents. “Justice is in one scale. Self-preservation in the other,” wrote Jefferson during the negotiations on slavery with the American colonies. He managed to unite the states’ delegates precisely by avoiding any mention of slavery in the Declaration of Independence.

The creation of the United States was made possible by ensuring a White community, which guaranteed a higher role in the social hierarchy for White people than Black people and was based on strict racial laws and social taboos. Thus was born a country that, on the one hand, represented a radical idea of political unity based on universal human ideals and, on the other, preserved slavery as a central cog in the economy and in society as a whole.

Jefferson was far from the only American president to own slaves. Eleven other presidents also owned slaves. So did 1,800 members of Congress. The creation of the United States was made possible precisely because its authors and Founding Fathers were ready to ignore the biggest thorn in the side of freedom: the slavery on their own farms. It is America’s original sin, “a betrayal of all the ideas it was supposedly created to uphold,” writes historian Gordon Wood.

The conflicts that threatened to tear the country apart even then and prevent the ratification of the Constitution are the same conflicts that threaten to tear the United States apart today: the struggle for full rights and freedoms for Black people, the individual versus the collective, the influence of the state, and the competing narratives of United States as either a country that constantly changes and improves, or the nostalgic dream of restoring old hierarchies, an older America.

The first three words of the Constitution, “We the people,” emphasized that political power in the United States did not emanate from a despotic monarch with inherited privileges, but from the people. It was a radical democratic vision. But it did not include Black people, women, or men who did not own land. Even so, Gordon Wood points out, the Constitution—written primarily by slave owner James Madison—was the most egalitarian and representative political system ever created in the world, a historic break from the tyrants of the monarchy.

Harvard historian Danielle Allen calls Jefferson “the author of America.” But it is not possible to understand Jefferson’s paradox without also understanding the genuinely democratic values that characterized the founding of the United States, and that form the absurd contrast to the acceptance of slavery. “He is one of the few people in our history whose absence is simply unimaginable,” writes Christopher Hitchens.

In writing the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson drew inspiration from ancient ideas about democracy from such thinkers as Cicero and Cato, and from Enlightenment philosophers such as Locke and Montesquieu. But he also possessed something that is still viewed as deeply American: the ability to express himself in a popular and educational way. He wanted to make himself understood. “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal,” as the radical, historical formulation goes. “The last five words of that sentence sweep away millennia of inequality from birth and predetermined lives and define these new Americans as a people convinced by a revolutionary faith,” writes historian Thomas Ricks.

Jefferson’s words would echo in countless emancipatory moments in the next two centuries. In 1863, during the famous Gettysburg Address of the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln formulated the argument for abolishing slavery: “Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.”

Mahatma Gandhi borrowed from Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence when he called for freedom and rights for the Indian people in 1930. Martin Luther King Jr. quoted Jefferson verbatim when he gave his most famous speech in Washington in 1963: “I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.’” Harvey Milk, America’s first openly gay mayor, used Jefferson’s words to deliver one of America’s, and the world’s, first major speeches on gay rights in San Francisco in 1973: “All men are created equal and they are endowed with certain inalienable rights. That’s what America is. No matter how hard you try, you cannot erase those words from the Declaration of Independence.”

Ronald Reagan quoted Jefferson when appealing for freedom and democracy in China and Berlin in the 1980s. Nelson Mandela also appeared to borrow from Jefferson in his 1993 Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech: “Thus shall we live, because we will have created a society which recognizes that all people are born equal, with each entitled in equal measure to life, liberty, prosperity, human rights and good governance.”

So did Barack Obama in his second inaugural speech in January 2013: “What makes us exceptional—what makes us American—is our allegiance to an idea articulated in a declaration made more than two centuries ago: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.’ Today we continue a never-ending journey to bridge the meaning of those words with the realities of our time.” Václav Havel used the same words to argue for freedom and democracy, as did Tunisian activists during the Arab Spring and dissidents and human rights protesters in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Xinjiang in the 2000s.

Danielle Allen has written that Jefferson’s words “shimmer with a sublime optimism” that still echoes two and a half centuries later. As a Black woman, Allen herself would not have been granted the right to vote or citizenship in Jefferson’s America, but this does not prevent her from seeing the emancipatory power of this formulation, of the project that Jefferson’s message initiated.

It can be easy today, in the political mire that is the United States of the 2020s, to forget that this country was created with an egalitarian vision. “That’s what America is,” as Harvey Milk said. Milk, of course, like Martin Luther King Jr., knew that it was a vision for the future, a promise rather than a reality.

But rights movements around the world would not have looked the same today without Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence. Moreover, the United States would be rather uninteresting as a country, and very unattractive to the hundreds of millions of people who have moved here throughout the centuries, if there was not at least a grain of truth in Jefferson’s vision.

This is precisely why it is so important to understand the other side of Jefferson. For slavery was not an asterisk in an otherwise spotless biography. It was the other half of Jefferson and the other half of America. By repeatedly trying to sweep the slavery dilemma under the rug, pretending that the country’s vision of freedom was compatible with owning people, Jefferson also sowed the seeds of the country’s most explosive problems. He launched the United States as a magnificent and stately ship, which was already sinking under its own hefty ballast of internal contradictions.

Every time the United States has been on the verge of collapse—during the Civil War in the 1860s, during the racist revolts and wave of terror in the 1920s, during the wave of murders and militant White resistance to the end of segregation in the 1950s and the civil rights movement in the 1960s, during the storming of Congress in 2021—slavery, racism, and institutionalized discrimination against Black people have been crucial issues. For two and a half centuries, White America has grown accustomed to the racial hierarchy established by the Founding Fathers. Every attempt to change it has provoked a violent backlash.

* * *

A contentious debate about slavery already existed during the birth of the United States. The first organized meeting to abolish slavery in the American colonies took place in Philadelphia in 1775. Soon after, Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Rhode Island signed laws banning the slave trade, but not slavery itself. The slave-owning Founding Fathers often defended slavery based on the pseudoscience of biological racism, but “none of them tried to argue that slavery was morally compatible with the values of the Declaration of Independence,” writes historian Joseph Ellis. The absence of the word “slavery” in the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution can be attributed to, as is so often the case when the rights of Black people are swept under the rug in the United States, an attempt to prevent White Southerners from revolting.

The colonies that grew rich from slavery, especially South Carolina, made it clear at the Constitutional Convention that if the choice was between slavery and membership in the United States, they would choose slavery. This led the slave trade to continue for another twenty years after the Constitution was written, in a compromise with South Carolina, which at the time had the largest slave port in the United States, in Charleston. If the United States failed to make this concession, South Carolina vowed to leave the United States and join a new alliance between the Southern slave-owning states and Britain. The Founding Fathers chose to yield to South Carolina rather than risk the collapse of the United States. When an amendment banning slavery was discussed during the drafting of the Constitution, James Madison, himself a slave owner, protested: “Great as the evil is, a dismemberment of the Union would be worse.”

Of course, South Carolina’s secession eventually did materialize. Eighty years later, the state became the first to formally leave the United States and start the Civil War, precisely because it refused to allow the federal government to end slavery. While the Founding Fathers cunningly avoided mentioning slavery in the Constitution and Declaration of Independence, they simultaneously passed laws at the state level specifying sadistic punishments for enslaved people. For example, in the state of Virginia, it was legal to cut off the toes of an enslaved person who tried to escape. At Monticello, whipping and torture were commonplace for the disobedient, including minors. Jefferson personally received a written report from his brother-in-law describing how Monticello’s lucrative agriculture had improved after the “little ones,” as the brother-in-law put it, had been whipped to increase productivity. The little ones were twelve years old.

Monticello’s chief historian, Lucia Stanton, was often called upon to provide crisis management when a wave of books appeared in the early 2010s detailing how Jefferson personally authorized the torture of underage slave boys. Stanton claimed that the books sought to “mislead their readers” and defended Jefferson by saying that he only allowed the underage boys to be whipped “in extreme cases.” But such a detail only makes the behavior more remarkable, because it shows how carefully Jefferson thought about these issues. If, with feigned nonchalance, he had allowed the torture to go on without pretending that it was happening, he could at least have excused himself by pleading ignorance, but now we understand instead that Jefferson personally intervened, analyzed the situation and, after careful consideration, came to the conclusion that whipping twelve-year-old boys would indeed be allowed “in extreme cases.”

Thomas Jefferson’s wavering on slavery must be contrasted with George Washington, who took a clearer stand against the institution and actually acted on his convictions, albeit only on his deathbed when he freed all his slaves. At the time, he said that owning slaves was his greatest regret in life.

In a short, critical book on Jefferson’s paradox, Christopher Hitchens writes about the racism that also characterized Monticello. Jefferson considered himself a sophisticated enlightenment man who liked to impress guests with quotes from Cicero and Rousseau. In a correspondence, he philosophizes about the role of slavery on both sides of the Atlantic, noting that slaves in the Roman Empire were often able to produce great artistic, philosophical, and scientific works. He mentions, for example, Epictetus and Phaedrus and notes that their intellectual brilliance can be explained by the fact that “they belonged to the white race.” Jefferson goes on to share the “suspicion” that “blacks are inferior to whites in both physical and mental capacity.”

He further speculates that the Black African’s sexual appetite was comparable to that of apes and also claimed that they had a higher pain threshold than Whites, as “their sorrows are fleeting.” He felt that White skin is better at showing nuance and variety than Black skin, which he calls “monotonous.”

Monticello, like most large slave estates, was not just a mansion, but a community in its own right. About 150 people lived there at one time, 130 of whom were enslaved. Jefferson often wrote in private letters about how painful it was to see enslaved families separated when a family member was sold on to another farm. Yet he himself saw this happen several times at Monticello.

In a cruel example of Jefferson’s contradictory behavior toward the slaves, he chose to free one man, Joseph Fossett, while his wife Edith and their seven children were sold to another slave estate, thus forcing Fossett to live alone in freedom. On another occasion, Jefferson personally ordered that Cary, a disobedient slave, be sold “to a place so far away that we shall never hear from him again, so that it will appear that he is dead.”

There is something particularly devastating about stories of enslaved mothers and fathers collapsing in despair as they are torn from their own children to be sold on. They remind us that enslaved families were not just trying to stay alive, but they were dreaming of actually living as a family and hoping for a more decent future for their children. At the very moment they are torn from their children, this dream is also shattered.

Historian Walter Johnson has estimated that half of the domestic slave trade in the United States resulted in the breakup of families, in most cases with children who were not even teenagers being torn from their parents. The testimonies from these auctions give us detailed accounts of fathers throwing themselves on the ground and praying to God to keep their children by their side.

More than a hundred of the slaves at Monticello were sold on to other farms during Jefferson’s lifetime. He usually tried to sell families as a unit, but when economic times were hard, he also sold slaves individually, which meant that at least a dozen families were torn apart. The youngest children sold without their parents were only ten and eleven years old. “He considered himself a compassionate slave owner, but his moral ideals were secondary to his economic interests,” writes Clint Smith in the book How the Word Is Passed.

There are several documented cases of Jefferson personally ordering torture and other violent punishments of his enslaved workers. On one occasion, James Hubbard, who worked at Monticello’s iron forge, escaped and was not captured until a year later. When he was sent back to Monticello, Jefferson personally ordered that he be “whipped in the presence of his old colleagues” so that they would understand the risks of trying to escape or disobeying.

Two things are striking about Thomas Jefferson to anyone who reads the history books about him properly. First is that he was personally extremely active in maintaining slavery, even though he knew it was morally wrong. And second, the American people in general know very little about this aspect of Jefferson’s life.

The tone of many of the conventional biographies of Jefferson is very revealing. He is always described as a strong leader and a radical free thinker who initiated the Declaration of Independence and the purchase of the Louisiana Territory from Napoleon, thus creating the United States. But as soon as the subject of slavery comes up, he is described not as a strong man with agency, but as a passive victim of contemporary conventions. In these moments, his biographers are quick to explain that he was just doing what everyone else was doing. It is true that Jefferson brooded and struggled throughout his political life with slavery. He hated it, but not enough to actually do anything about it.

While visiting Monticello, I talk to American tourists who are amazed by what they learn. Few had realized how many enslaved people lived at Monticello, that they constituted a clear majority of the population of Jefferson’s small community, his American Eden, where twelve-year-old boys were tortured. For most of the twentieth century, this aspect of the Founding Fathers was not discussed. It was only in the late 1990s that new research and history books began to be published detailing what Jefferson’s actual role in slavery was. This is in part thanks to advancements in science.

In 1996, the journal Nature commissioned DNA tests that confirmed that Jefferson had at least five and probably six children with Sally Hemings, an enslaved woman at Monticello who was only fifteen years old when the relationship began. The DNA test was carried out by three independent laboratories that were unaware of the identity of the people involved, and all three tests proved that Jefferson and Heming’s descendants had the same ancestors, that is, they were grandchildren of both Thomas and Sally.

As late as the 1990s, historians would describe the relationship with Hemings as a “rumor.” This was not because they were all conspiring to save the reputation of Jefferson. It was because the evidence of the relationship was insufficient. Historian Annette Gordon-Reed was awarded the Pulitzer Prize shortly thereafter for her book on Sally Hemings’s life at Monticello. It is a reminder that American history is not only hidden in archives, but also rewritten as new research is published and science improves. On his deathbed, Jefferson freed their five children together. However, he did not free Sally Hemings herself.

In American popular culture, Hemings’s and Jefferson’s relationship is often portrayed as a romance, an exciting, forbidden love that was, after all, based on consent. To accept that, we have to forget that Hemmings was only fifteen years old when the relationship began, while Jefferson was over forty. We must also forget that Jefferson owned her.

Thomas Jefferson’s wife Martha died in 1782. On her deathbed, she asked Thomas to promise her never to marry again. He kept that promise, but it wasn’t long after his wife’s death that he began his relationship with Sally Hemings, then a fifteen-year-old enslaved maid at Monticello. Hemings was actually Martha’s half-sister. They had the same father, slave owner John Wayles, while Sally’s mother was likely one of John’s enslaved women.

Hemings was born a slave but probably never worked in cotton fields or agriculture. She appears to have avoided the whipping and torture common to other slaves at Monticello.

Jefferson specifically requested that Hemings accompany him to Paris, where he was posted as a diplomat for the nascent American nation. There, Hemings was paid as a sort of maid for Jefferson, and they no longer had a slave owner–slave relationship. The archives at Monticello record that Jefferson gave Hemings 200 francs to buy a dress in the spring of 1789 in Paris.

For Jefferson, having a child with an enslaved Black woman was a problem because the children were also born into slavery. Jefferson tried to solve it by drawing a complicated diagram to prove that Black and White people who have children after a certain number of “crossings” should no longer be considered Black and therefore not enslaved. Jefferson argued that this also applied to Hemings, who was light-skinned enough to register as White in the 1830 census, even though legally she would still have been considered Black in the United States at the time, based on their metrics for Black ancestors. At Monticello, she remained formally enslaved.

When Hemings died, she was not buried among the White people on the estate, but in a more remote spot farther down the hill, now covered by a parking lot for the budget hotel Hampton Inn. By contrast, Jefferson’s own grave is enclosed in an idyllic lawn under oak and elm trees just below the estate.

Historian Annette Gordon-Reed argues that Sally Hemings may well have chosen the relationship herself and speculates that there must have been some attraction for Hemings to have a relationship with a charismatic, sophisticated, powerful, and wealthy man who happened to own her. We will never know if this is true, as no historical archive material from Hemings’s own pen has been preserved.

Jefferson himself made frantic attempts to conceal the relationship. The journalist who first revealed the relationship, James Callender, was himself a racist drunk who often spread unconfirmed rumors, but in this case, he had accurate information. Callender was murdered soon after the revelation and found floating in a river in Virginia.

* * *

In the slave trade, men and boys gained their value primarily through physical strength and work capacity. They were often subjected to humiliating physical inspections in public slave markets, where their muscles and skills were measured. In contrast, young women were sold for higher prices if they were considered sexually attractive. The term “fancy girl” was used as a euphemism for young Black women and girls who were literally sold as sex slaves to White men on slave estates. They were also given increased value based on arbitrary assessments of fertility, as slave owners envisioned a woman giving birth to more slave children, increasing the value of the investment.

Thomas Jefferson himself made calculations in this particular area. Through a series of complicated equations that are well preserved in their original form, he tried to prove that a fertile slave woman yielded an annual return of about 7 percent, as she was expected to bear more children who could be resold or used as labor. Throughout the American South, even on the relatively enlightened slave estates of Virginia, the rape of enslaved women was thus encouraged on an almost industrial scale.

According to Harvard sociologist Orlando Patterson, this system was not only an economic investment for the slave estates, but also a way to maintain the perception of enslaved people as nonhuman. Patterson writes that the family separations that occurred when enslaved families were sold to various slave estates led to “natal alienation,” that is, a child is deprived of its parents and the parents are deprived of their children. This cuts the ties from previous generations and to subsequent generations, leading to “social death,” according to Patterson. This made it easier for White slave owners to dehumanize the slaves, no longer seeing them as human beings, but as livestock and property, as the children’s family tree was cut off and only recorded as revenue on the slave estate’s annual accounts.

Patterson argues that the Founding Fathers’ ideas of freedom and equality were not in contrast to slavery, but rather inseparable from it. It was precisely the unfreedom of slaves that made it so easy to define the White man as free.

* * *

From antiquity, both Thomas Jefferson and James Madison drew not only wisdom about democracy, but also problematic ideas about slavery. They often leaned on Aristotle when groping for philosophical arguments to accept slavery. Slavery in the American South was at the same time crueler than slavery in antiquity—partly because it was a life sentence, but mainly because it was coded by skin color, creating racism’s own chronic caste system, says historian Thomas Ricks. Writing this caste system into the country’s laws “perpetuated a system that was deeply inhumane and rooted in a foundation of torture and physical and sexual violence,” Ricks writes.

The Romans and Greeks had slaves from a variety of backgrounds. Ricks describes it as a “non-racist and fluid system in which the geographical origins of slaves varied greatly from period to period.” There was no shortage of grotesque cruelty in the treatment of slaves in antiquity, but the eighteenth-century equivalent was more violent and definitive. In Rome, slaves were entitled to legal reprisals if their owners were particularly violent. As free, they could become full citizens, and their children could be elected to political office, something unthinkable in the American South.

Linking slavery to skin color created not only a political and legal hierarchy between Whites and Blacks, but also a social hierarchy to which reactionary presidents and judges would turn for many decades after Jefferson and Madison. In 1857, the Supreme Court ruled in the historic Dred Scott v. Sandford decision that Black people, whether free or slave, were a lower caste and could never become citizens. Chief Justice Roger Taney wrote that all Black people were “inferior” to White people. Five of the nine Supreme Court justices were themselves slave owners at the time.

* * *

Few events expose Jefferson’s limited enthusiasm for the abolition of slavery as clearly as the slave revolt in Haiti in the 1790s.

After the French Revolution, Jefferson had become increasingly convinced that slavery was unacceptable and unsustainable. During his years as a diplomat in Paris, he had consolidated his convictions on human rights and was inspired by French Enlightenment philosophy. He personally contributed to the Marquis de Lafayette’s Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen, one of the most important human rights documents of the Enlightenment. Jefferson was also invited to join the great association for the abolition of slavery, the Société des Amis des Noirs, but declined membership.

Uncompromising in his support for the revolution in Paris, Jefferson defended even the most extreme and violent uprisings of the early 1790s, the period known as the Reign of Terror, when Robespierre’s Jacobins rolled out the guillotine in the Place de la Concorde and executed aristocrats. Jefferson then considered the rolling heads of a few aristocrats an acceptable price to pay for true freedom.

However, when an equally violent rebellion took place in Saint-Domingue, now Haiti, just a few years later, Jefferson panicked. Although enslaved people in Haiti used the same arguments as the revolutionaries in France, often quoting verbatim from Voltaire, Rousseau, and even the American Founding Fathers, Jefferson was deeply concerned that this slave revolt would spread like an ideological pandemic across the Gulf of Mexico and affect the American South.

During the rebellion in Haiti, Jefferson corresponded with James Monroe, who would become the fifth president of the United States. Monroe himself owned the Highland slave estate on a hill so close to Monticello that they would have been able to communicate by calling out to each other. During his lifetime, Monroe owned around 250 enslaved workers there. As president, he advocated the abolition of slavery, but he did not want to free his own slaves.

After the slave revolt in Haiti, a despairing Thomas Jefferson wrote to his neighbor Monroe: “Never was so deep a tragedy presented to the feelings of man.” He then predicted that a race war was looming in the Caribbean and feared it would spread to the American South. “I become daily more convinced that the West Indian islands will remain in the hands of the colored people and that there will be a complete expulsion of whites sooner or later,” Jefferson wrote in a letter arguing how the United States would tame such rebellions.

After the slave revolt, Jefferson dismissed the Haitian revolutionary Toussaint Louverture, who led the uprising, as a “cannibal in a terrible republic.” Louverture was in fact an educated former general of the French army and a brilliant political strategist. He spoke three languages fluently and could quote Voltaire and Rousseau by heart. More than any prominent figure of the French Enlightenment, his message and rhetoric often recall the American Thomas Paine, or Jefferson himself.

Louverture was born into slavery in Saint-Domingue, one of the Caribbean’s most notoriously brutal slave societies. It was customary for French slave owners to force the enslaved to literally work themselves to death on the sugar plantation, after which they were unceremoniously replaced with new labor brought in from West Africa. Louverture managed to become a free man in the 1770s, first fighting the British for the French army, where he rose to the rank of general. He then led Haiti’s enslaved population in the historic rebellion against the same French army to which he had previously belonged.

After twelve years of fighting, victory and the independence of Haiti were achieved in 1804, freeing a half-million slaves on the island of Saint-Domingue. Haiti became the second nation after the United States to successfully complete a revolution to free itself from its European colonial power. The uprising shocked both the United States and Europe.

Louverture’s vision of human rights could have been as historically influential as that of Jefferson and the American Founding Fathers, for it is hard to find a closer ideological sibling to the promises hidden in Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence or Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man. His message was one of universal humanism. In a letter to Napoleon, Louverture wrote about the rights he was demanding for the people of Haiti: “It is not a liberty of circumstance, conceded to us alone, that we want; it is the absolute adoption of the principle that no man, born red, black, or white can be the property of his fellow.”

The British historian Sudhir Hazareesingh has pointed out that Louverture was not only well-read in the philosophies of the French Enlightenment but was also influenced by ideas of liberty from West African traditions and indigenous Caribbean people. Hazareesingh calls it a “Creole republicanism” that helped him gain the trust of the enslaved people who made up a majority of Haiti’s population. Haiti’s enslaved people succeeded in turning the rhetoric of freedom of the Enlightenment and the Founding Fathers against their own slave owners, writes historian Annelien de Dijn.

The revolution in Haiti took place at the same time as slavery was abolished or restricted in several of the states in the northeastern United States. Even before the United States wrote the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, many of these colonies, later states, had formulated their own constitutions with variations of Jefferson’s phrase. “All men are born free and equal,” for example, was in the constitution of Pennsylvania.

Despite Louverture’s radical vision of freedom, he was met with sheer disgust from Jefferson. Perhaps it was the word “Black” in front of freedom that caused panic at Monticello. “Jefferson’s heart seems not only to bleed for the slave owners, but he sees their role as a tragedy so profound as to be unprecedented. He began to see Haiti in the same way as Virginia: that the abolition of slavery could be as dangerous and evil as slavery itself,” writes Christopher Hitchens.

If Jefferson felt compassion for America’s slaves, it paled in comparison to his sympathies for slave owners. Jefferson’s dogmatic opposition to the Haitian revolution can be partly explained by his loyalty to France, which helped the United States win the Revolutionary War against Britain. During Jefferson’s years in Paris, he became a cultural and political Francophile. But the resistance stemmed mainly from Jefferson’s concerns about the domestic political consequences, where he envisioned a domino effect where Haiti’s revolt led to similar slave revolts in the South and an existential crisis for the United States.

But as president, Jefferson went against his own advisers in the negotiations on Haiti. While Jefferson’s secretary of state, Timothy Pickering, supported Haiti’s independence, Jefferson supported France’s postrevolutionary invasion, where the French army tried to take back control of the country and reintroduce slavery. There were also stark trade policy reasons: Jefferson hoped that American trade with the country could be resumed if French rule was restored.

Gustav III made similar considerations in Sweden, which had its own slave colony on Saint-Barthélemy with around five hundred enslaved people whose labor benefited businesses and the royal family back home in Sweden. Sweden had formally banned slavery and servitude in the fourteenth century, but the last slaves on Saint-Barthélemy were only freed in 1847.

Haiti’s revolution caused concern in Sweden; many of the White people who fled the colony during the uprising settled in Saint-Barthélemy, writes Swedish historian Fredrik Thomasson.

The magistrate of the Swedish colony sent a report to Stockholm warning that a rebellion against the entire White race was now imminent: “Woe to our color if some clever and desperate head comes to unite them [the slaves].” The local Swedish-language newspaper in Saint-Barthélemy reported after the revolt: “The inhabitants of the conquered part of St. Domingo are now successfully destroying this once beautiful country, and these savages will soon exterminate themselves.”

In Sweden, Erik Gustaf Geijer also actively supported the slave revolt in Saint-Domingue, seeing it as the realization of the promises of the French Revolution. He then worked for the redemption of the Swedish slaves on Saint-Barthélemy with tax money. So, Haiti’s slave revolt contributed to the end of Swedish slavery, but not American slavery.

Thomas Jefferson’s private correspondence on Haiti is marked by a striking contempt for the Black rebels who joined the revolution. Despite frequent complaints about the cruelty of slavery, Jefferson refused to recognize Haiti’s independence. His sympathies lay with the White people who had fled the colony, not with the freed enslaved people. Instead of supporting the rebellion, Jefferson backed France’s trade boycott of Haiti and withdrew all economic aid to the country. He also supported France’s demand that the formerly enslaved people of Haiti be forced to pay large damages to their former owners who had lost their property. This historic debt agreement was one of many cases of so-called reparations, a kind of financial compensation for slavery, but paid to the slave owners rather than the enslaved people.

The debts were enormous. According to calculations made by Haitian president Jean-Bertrand Aristide’s staff in the early 2000s, the debts paid by the country to France’s former slave-owning families and banks amount to twenty-two billion dollars in today’s money. Aristide was derided by both French and American diplomats and economists when these figures were first published, but when the New York Times and a dozen French and American economists, including Thomas Piketty, conducted a similar review twenty years later, the conclusion was the same. In some years, debt payments to France represented 40 percent of Haiti’s GDP. If the $22 billion had instead been invested in education and infrastructure that enabled economic growth comparable to its Caribbean neighbors, Haiti would be about $115 billion richer today.

In the United States, Southern politicians responded to Haiti’s revolution with panicked reforms to restrict Black mobility and freedom of assembly. For example, states such as Louisiana and South Carolina introduced laws known as the Negro Seamen Acts, which severely restricted the rights of free Black people to even be on the seas along the coasts of the South and Southeastern United States. Free Black people trying to travel from Caribbean countries were denied landing in the states, as politicians and slave owners were convinced that they would try to start new slave revolts. The laws violated international agreements on transatlantic and Caribbean trade.

Southern plantation owners were terrified that Haiti’s revolt threatened the institution of slavery in the United States as well. They were wrong in the short term, but right in the long term. Several of the major slave revolts in the American South in the early nineteenth century were directly or partially inspired by the stories spread from Haiti, writes historian Julius Scott.

* * *

Thomas Jefferson had many chances to stop or limit the cruelty of slavery, but he missed almost every opportunity. He chose not to include a word about slavery in the Declaration of Independence because it could upset South Carolina. He chose not to free his slaves at Monticello on his deathbed, unlike George Washington. The only exception was for his own children with Sally Hemings. But even Hemings herself would not be formally freed, as this risked being seen as an admission of the relationship. Jefferson chose not to support the rebellion against slavery in Haiti, even though he so loyally supported even the bloodiest revolutionaries in France. He chose not to stop the expansion of slavery into Louisiana after the territory was purchased from Napoleon, despite the fierce protests of Thomas Paine and anti-slavery activists around him.

Does this mean that all of Jefferson’s criticisms of slavery must be invalidated? That his promises about the equal value of all people should be considered nonsense? The paradox about Jefferson is that it doesn’t. His ideals of human rights have inspired freedom movements throughout the world. At the same time, his nonchalant handling of slavery has contributed to the political crises that could now lead to the collapse of American democracy.

It is not possible to understand the United States without understanding Jefferson, and it is not possible to understand the history of racism in the country without looking at the contradictions that defined him. The Founding Fathers contain the entire paradox of the Enlightenment. Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, and the learned American men who wrote so beautifully about equality, democracy, and freedom while ordering the whipping of slaves outside the window, had their parallels in the colonial powers of Europe. Alexis de Tocqueville is famous for his classic account of the early United States, Democracy in America. But Tocqueville was a prime example of the same paradox, with his theoretical support for American ideals of freedom and human rights, while describing Arabs and Africans in the French colonies as savages. It is a humanism that calls itself universal but excludes everyone who is not White. “No matter how you look at it, it doesn’t add up. It’s double-entry bookkeeping,” Anders Ehnmark writes about Tocqueville.

The crisis of American democracy in the twenty-first century stems from this legacy, the paradox left by Thomas Jefferson. Historian Isabel Wilkerson has written that racism
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