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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
ESTABLISHING THE PRESIDENCY


Context Information
Washington as National Symbol

During his lifetime and afterlife, George Washington has been one of the—if not the—most important national symbolic figures in the United States. In the decades after his death, his plantation and mansion, Mount Vernon, became the most popular national tourist site for Americans—for many foreign visitors too. Meanwhile, George Washington seemed like perhaps the one symbol that could unite the national community so that it could overcome the internal divisions that threatened to tear it apart between national Independence (1783) and the Civil War (1861-1865). 

Visitors and others who consumed the many books, articles, lectures, and art about Washington often believed that he exemplified the special qualities of dignity, fair-mindedness, fortitude, and sense of duty that had made the Revolution and Founding successful. Military officer Henry Lee named Washington, “First in war—first in peace—and first in the hearts of his countrymen.” At the same time, others questioned or challenged Washington’s status as a national symbol. For instance, abolitionist and former slave Frederick Douglass, recognized that Washington did free the enslaved people he owned at Mount Vernon, but also that Washington’s “monument is built up by the price of human blood.” The stakes of Washington as a national symbol have changed since the late nineteenth century. Still, interest in Washington as a national symbol and debates about what he symbolizes have continued to matter to Americans into the 21st century.

[bookmark: _GoBack]These learning resources explore Washington’s meaning and influence as a national symbol. Some of these sources are in Washington’s own words, but most are in the words or art of others. These sources show how and why Washington was a national symbol during his life and after his death. More importantly, they help students analyze how Americans have related to Washington as a national symbol. This will support students as they think critically about how our relationship with the nation’s history and its symbols both reflects and influences our identity and civic life as a people.

The sources in this lesson have the potential to engage students with four major civics themes:
· The importance of understanding and commemorating our history as a type of civic participation
· The complexity and stakes of recognizing the shared history of we the people
· The dynamic between national identity and the roles played by the U.S. in the world
· The connection between understanding history and civic engagement with contemporary debates and possibilities.

With this Learning Resource, the History Questions aim to stir classroom analysis of the primary sources, and the Civics Questions to help students apply those insights about history to our contemporary context. The Civics Activity asks students to motivate an audience to care about an important civic challenge they hope to address.
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