
Washington Legacy: Slavery And The Making
Of A Nation

In the annals of American history, few figures stand as tall and enduring as
George Washington. As the country's first President and a key figure in the
American Revolution, Washington is often portrayed as one of America's greatest
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heroes. However, it is important to acknowledge the complex legacy that
Washington left behind, particularly when it comes to the institution of slavery.

Many Americans are unaware of the fact that Washington was a slave owner. In
fact, he owned more than 300 slaves who worked on his plantation, Mount
Vernon. The contradiction between Washington's belief in liberty and his
ownership of slaves is a testament to the deep contradictions present in early
American society.
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Washington's involvement in slavery goes beyond mere ownership. He played a
significant role in shaping the institution and its impact on the nation. For
instance, as President, he signed the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793, which required
the return of escaped slaves to their owners. This law legitimized the
enslavement of African Americans and denied them basic human rights.

It is crucial to understand that slavery was not just a local issue in Washington's
era. It was the foundation upon which the entire nation was built. The economic
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prosperity of the early United States was largely dependent on the labor of
enslaved Africans. Plantations, such as those owned by Washington, produced
valuable cash crops like tobacco and cotton that fueled the nation's growth.

Slavery was deeply ingrained in the fabric of American society, and Washington's
involvement in the institution is a reflection of this reality. The slaves he owned
were not just workers; they were human beings who endured unimaginable
suffering and deprivation.

Washington's views on slavery evolved over time, as did the views of many other
Founding Fathers. Towards the end of his life, he expressed regret about his
involvement in slavery, acknowledging that it was incompatible with the principles
of the American Revolution. In his will, he freed the slaves that he owned,
recognizing their humanity and their right to freedom.

The legacy of slavery continues to shape America today. The system of racial
inequality that was established during Washington's era persists in various forms,
and the scars of slavery are still evident. It is essential for us to confront this
painful legacy and work towards racial justice and equality.

The story of Washington's legacy and the impact of slavery on the making of a
nation is a crucial part of American history. By understanding the complexities
and contradictions of our past, we can strive for a better future. It is only by fully
acknowledging our history, however uncomfortable it may be, that we can
overcome its lingering effects.

Let us remember that progress is not possible without honesty and self-reflection.
Let us honor those who suffered under the yoke of slavery by working towards a
more just and equitable society. Let us learn from our past and strive to build a
nation where freedom truly means freedom for all.
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In this revelatory and genuinely groundbreaking study, François Furstenberg
sheds new light on the genesis of American identity. Immersing us in the
publishing culture of the early nineteenth century, he shows us how the words of
George Washington and others of his generation became America's sacred
scripture and provided the foundation for a new civic culture, one whose
reconciliation with slavery unleashed consequences that haunt us still. A dazzling
work of scholarship from a brilliant young historian, In the Name of the Father is a
major contribution to American social history.
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