Washington’s Complex View of Slavery	 OVERVIEW

George Washington is viewed generally as the preeminent founding father of the United States lauded for his imposing physique, military prowess, consensus building, belief in the common good, presidential precedents, and his safekeeping of state power. Paramount both in the struggle for liberty and in forging the sustained independence of the new nation under the Constitution, indeed, Washington is credited with much of the success of the young American republic, his legacy synonymous with America’s bountiful promise.

And yet, Washington, like many of his contemporaries, was a slave owner at age 11 inheriting ten enslaved Negroes from his father. As the Commander of the Continental Army fighting for freedom from British colonial tyranny, Washington was attended by his enslaved valet, William Lee. While negotiating the new federal system of rights and privileges enumerated in the Constitution, Washington’s executive household was run by enslaved servants, including maid, Ona, and cook, Hercules. And at the time of his death in 1799, 317 enslaved persons lived and worked on Washington’s Mount Vernon estate, 123 of whom belonged to Washington outright. In light of these competing narratives and conflicting identities, how should we view Washington? As a Founding Father of Liberty and slave owning Virginia planter and patriarch, how do we reconcile our understandings of him? 

Certainly the history of the United States is fraught with tensions arising from our continued struggle to form a more perfect union. Examining Washington in the context of slavery provides opportunities to explore how these tensions continue to influence us today as wel as how our debates and understandings of the nation’s founding reflect who we think we are and who we want to become in the future.

This learning experience is divided into four broad activities that build on each other: Build Historical Context, Examine the Evidence, Develop a Critique, and Make Civics Connections (Culminating Activity) but is designed to allow teachers flexibility in curating activities at their discretion. Our goal is to empower students to use the lessons of Washington to employ civic engagement in their own lives and communities.


Slavery in Context ― Summary	BUILD HISTORICAL CONTEXT

It is impossible to analyze Washington as a slaveholder or his views on slavery without first understanding the larger context of the institution as it developed in the Western Hemisphere during the European age of exploration and colonial eras. 

By the time the first enslaved Africans arrive in British North America in 1619, the Transatlantic Slave Trade, led by Portugal, Spain, and the Netherlands, has existed for over 150 years and transported more than 350,000 enslaved Africans to the Caribbean, Brazil, and the Spanish mainland Americas according to the Transatlantic Slave Database.[footnoteRef:1] At the time of Washington’s birth in 1732, over 60,000 enslaved Africans have been transported to the North American British colonies which have an estimated population of between 630,000 - 650,000 persons, and by 1740 there are 150,024 enslaved Africans.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyage/database#tables. Retrieved 23 July 2021.]  [2:  https://www.monticello.org/slavery-at-monticello/african-slavery-british-north-america/africans-british-north-america. Retrieved 23 July 2021.] 


In addition, slavery has replaced indentured service as the preferred method of forced labor with enslaved Africans becoming the primary source. Throughout the colonies, legislation codifies life-long chattel slavery for imported Africans and birth-slavery for their American-born descendants; severely restricts manumission, or the freeing of persons from enslavement; prohibits intermarriage between Africans and Europeans; and strips the rights of the enslaved to own property, to trade, travel, or marry, to use or own weapons or dogs, and even to learn to read and write.

The forced labor of Africans is used to transform the physical landscape of colonial British North America (clear forests, drain swamps, build fortifications and roads); to perform the agricultural work of maintaining crops and livestock; and to perform service duties as maids, cooks, porters, coachmen, laundress, blacksmiths, etc. In fact, the entirety of the economic prosperity of the British colonies comes to rely heavily upon the free labor of the enslaved Africans and their descendants, and the institution of slavery is built by law into the political fabric and socioeconomic culture of what will become the United States of America.

It is into this world that George Washington is born.


Suggested questions for your consideration include:
· What story does the timeline/introduction tell about the development of slavery as an institution in the Western Hemisphere? 
· What specific laws stand out to you? Why?
· What connection(s) can you make to the relationship of these laws as part of America’s “hard history” and present day conflicts/contemporary debates in society?
· How does the timeline/introduction inform your understanding of George Washington as a member of the society into which he is born? 

Use evidence from the text to support your ideas.
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