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Jeffersonian Hypocrisy 
There is not a truth existing which I fear 

or would wish unknown to the whole world. 
Thomas Jefferson, 1826 

AT A DINNER honoring forty-nine 
Nobel Prize laureates in 1962, John F. 
Kennedy remarked that it was perhaps the 
most extraordinary collection of minds that 
had ever been gathered together in the 
White House—“with the possible exception 
of when Thomas Jefferson dined alone.”                       
    The primary author of the Declaration of 
Independence and the founder of the prin-
ciples of Jeffersonian Democracy, Thomas 
Jefferson may have been the most brilliant 
and idealistic man ever to occupy the Oval 
Office. Both his personal and political life, 
however, were fraught with contradiction. 
   The Declaration proclaimed that all men 
were created equal, yet it excluded women, 
Native Americans, white servants and 
slaves—who together made up the majority 
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of the nation’s population. 
   In his initial draft of the Declaration, 
Jefferson denounced slavery as one of King 
George’s worst crimes, yet he owned one of 
the largest slave plantations in America. 
He considered the mixing of the races to be 
a ‘degradation’, yet fathered numerous 
children with his black servants and slaves, 
including at least four with his late wife’s 
illegitimate half-sister, Sally Hemings. 
   A vocal admirer of the self-governing 
societies of Native Americans, Jefferson 
committed the nation to their extermination, 
vowing, “In war, they shall kill some of us; 
we shall destroy all of them.” 
   Most of those imprisoned under the 
Federalist party’s 1798 Alien and Sedition 
Acts were political allies of Jefferson and 
his rival Democratic Party. On becoming 
president, Jefferson allowed the unpopular 
laws to expire, but not before invoking them 
to prosecute several of his own critics.



   Jefferson regarded government borrowing 
as “swindling futurity on a large scale” and 
spent a lifetime lecturing others on the 
virtues of frugality. Yet he himself lived a 
life of extravagance, and his widow was 
forced to sell his vast estate at Monticello to 
pay the huge debts he left upon his death. 
(Fittingly perhaps, Jefferson is pictured on 
the U.S. $2 bill, which many Americans 
mistakenly believe is counterfeit. )
   But none of Jefferson’s contradictions are 
more difficult to reconcile than his 
conflicted relationship with slavery. In his 
original 1776 draft of the Declaration, 
Jefferson eloquently denounced slavery as 
“an assemblage of horrors, a cruel war 
against human nature itself, violating its 
most sacred rights of life and liberties.” 
   Regrettably, the Continental Congress 
deleted the more objectionable passages 
under pressure from the Southern states. 
Had they remained in the final draft, they 
might have committed the country to the 
abolition of slavery, potentially avoiding the 
national calamity of the Civil War and a 
political, social and moral split from which 
the nation has yet to fully recover. 
   But the pro-slavery South was Jefferson’s 
power base, and long before he became 
president in 1801, he had all but abandoned 
his emancipation efforts to political 
expediency and personal convenience, to 
the great disappointment of many who had 
appealed to him earlier in his career. 
(Perplexed by Jefferson’s enduring reputation 
as a fervent opponent of slavery, the mid- 
19th century abolitionist Moncure Conway 
remarked scornfully, “Never did a man 
achieve more fame for what he did not do.”) 
   Various theories over the years have 
attempted to justify Jefferson’s contradictory 
stance on the slavery issue. Apologies range 
from it was just the standard of his time 

(yet many other slaveholders in Jefferson’s 
Virginia had long since freed their slaves) to 
he was a benevolent, enlightened slave-
owner. (Although humane compared to 
many of his contemporaries, Jefferson didn’t 
hesistate to administer harsh beatings when 
required to enforce strict work discipline). 
   The fact is that regardless of any personal 
reservations he may have harbored, like 
other elites of the time, Jefferson was utterly 
beholden to the slavery system to maintain 
his wealth and upper class status. To slave-
holders, slaves were property and little more. 
(At the time, enslaved blacks comprised in 
aggregate the nation’s second most 
profitable capital asset, exceeded in value 
only by the land that they labored on. )
   The turning point in Jefferson’s thinking 
seemed to coincide with the realization—as 
revealed by his handwritten notes in a 1792 
plantation ledger—that not only could the 
economic value of each of his several 
hundred slaves be calculated with utmost 
precision, so also could a 4% ‘perpetual 
dividend’ embodied in the propagation of 
their future offspring. (A financial strategy, 
it must be said, that Jefferson didn’t hesitate 
to personally advance.)
   As if to underscore his discomfort with the 
whole matter, Jefferson went to ingenious 
lengths to keep his slaves well concealed 
from visitors to his luxurious estate, and 
equally absent from his personal memoirs.
   Indeed, one could say he followed the 
same formula in crafting his personal legacy 
as he did in his design for Monticello itself, 
a precept outlined two centuries earlier by 
its primary influence, the Italian architect 
Palladio: “We must contrive a building in 
such a manner that the finest and most noble 
parts of it be the most exposed to public 
view, and the less agreeable be removed 
from sight as much as possible.” ◾


