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AMERICA’S BLACK HOLOCAUST MUSEUM

ABHM Book Club Discussion Guide
June 22nd, 2026 at 6 PM
Thomas Jefferson & Sally Hemings by Annette Gordon-Reed

How to Use this Guide:

ABHM staff created this guide to assist in reading and discussion of Annette
Gordon-Reed’s Thomas Jefferson & Sally Hemings (1997). Please feel free to print a
copy and keep it with your book as you lend to friends and others who are interested.
Do not expect to get through all of the questions during the upcoming meeting nor in
one sitting. Perhaps consider them as conversation starters or an invitation to reflect
more deeply about your own or shared experiences.

Suggested Questions for Discussion:

1)

2)

3)

4)

Annette Gordon-Reed did not write this book to provide proof of the relationship
between Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings. Why did she write this book?
What was her intention and do you think she succeeded in her goals?

As we approach the 250th anniversary of the founding of the United States, how
does this book complicate or add nuance to our understanding of the founding
era? Was there anything you read here that reshaped or added to your
understanding of American history?

With this work, Gordon-Reed is unpacking both the historical method and the
sources historians use to interpret the past. What lessons does she share about
the pitfalls of the historian’s craft? What problems does she reveal about the way
historians have or have not seriously studied the question of this relationship?

In each chapter, Gordon-Reed centers a different historical figure in her
investigation of Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings’ relationship. Did you like
this multiple perspective approach? What did it add to her arguments, if
anything?



o)

6)

7)

8)

9)

What did you think of Thomas Jefferson before reading this? What had you
already heard/known of the relationship? Did this work complicate your
understanding of him and/or Sally Hemings? If so, how?

Gordon-Reed is attempting to restore some humanity to the Black people
involved in this history. Why do you think historians have failed to do this in the
past? What are some of the issues she faces while attempting to do this?

Gordon-Reed’s groundbreaking research has fuelled a modern push for more
honest retellings of American history. Why is this historical truth-telling important?
In what ways does this body of work relate to our panel discussion on “scholar
activism”?

Since it was published in the 1990s, what more have we learned about Thomas
Jefferson and Sally Hemings? Has anyone read The Hemings of Monticello and
want to share how that relates to this book?

At different points in the book, Gordon-Reed describes the importance of literacy
and education to formerly enslaved people, including Sally Hemings’
descendents. How does this pursuit relate to the historical record?

10)What lessons does this story have for us today? Have interpretations at

Monticello changed? How does this scholarship and other more recent
scholarship on our country’s founding relate to sites of public history today?



