
Unveiling the Dilemma of Black Patriotism:
The Founding Fathers' Role
Black patriotism has always been a complex topic, filled with both admiration and
uncertainty. In the context of America's founding, the role of the Founding Fathers
becomes a subject of intense scrutiny. Were they champions of equality and
freedom for all, or mere beneficiaries of a system that perpetuated slavery? This
article aims to delve into this dilemma, exploring the perspectives, actions, and
paradoxes surrounding the Founding Fathers and the black experience in early
America.

The Founding Fathers: Architects of Democracy

When we think of the Founding Fathers, names like George Washington, Thomas
Jefferson, and Benjamin Franklin come to mind. They were instrumental in
shaping the United States, laying the foundation for democracy and individual
freedom. Their ideals and political philosophies resonated across time and
nations. However, as we examine their legacy, it becomes apparent that their
vision of freedom did not fully extend to enslaved Africans and their descendants.

The Paradox of Slave Ownership

For several of the Founding Fathers, the ownership of slaves was an inherent
contradiction to their principles of liberty. Thomas Jefferson, the principal author
of the Declaration of Independence, owned over 600 slaves during his lifetime.
Similarly, George Washington held enslaved individuals and struggled with the
paradox of fighting for freedom while simultaneously owning human beings. This
juxtaposition between their rhetoric and actions poses a fundamental dilemma
when considering black patriotism.
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Black Patriots: Fighting for Freedom

Despite the complexities surrounding the Founding Fathers, it is crucial to
acknowledge the black patriots who fought for America's independence during
the Revolutionary War. Figures like Crispus Attucks, Peter Salem, and Prince
Whipple put their lives on the line for a country grappling with its own
contradictions. These black patriots embodied the spirit of freedom, highlighting
the discrepancy between America's ideals and the realities faced by black
Americans.

The Unfulfilled Promises of the Constitution

The Constitution, revered as the backbone of American democracy, holds a
profound significance. However, its initial version did not address the rights and
dignity of black individuals, leaving them excluded from the promise of liberty. The
three-fifths compromise and the omission of the word "slavery" further solidify the
Founding Fathers' ambiguous stance on racial equality, deepening the
complexities of black patriotism.
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The Fight for Emancipation and Civil Rights

Black Americans continued to fight for their rights after the nation's founding, from
the abolitionist movement to the Civil Rights Movement. Figures like Frederick
Douglass, Sojourner Truth, and Martin Luther King Jr. further amplified the
dilemma of black patriotism. They demanded that America live up to its ideals,
reminding the nation of the unfulfilled promises and the echoes of injustice that
reverberated through history.

Navigating the Dilemma Today

The struggle for black patriotism persists, as the legacy of the Founding Fathers
continues to shape the nation. Acknowledging their contributions to democracy
while critiquing their shortcomings is essential in fostering a more inclusive and
just society. Black patriotism should not be considered antithetical to American
values but rather as a call for the nation to continually strive towards true equality
and justice.

The dilemma of black patriotism in relation to the Founding Fathers is a complex
and sensitive matter. It forces us to grapple with the contradictions and paradoxes
of America's history. By critically examining these complexities and recognizing
the perseverance of black patriots throughout history, we can engage in a
constructive dialogue that aims to create a more inclusive and equitable future.
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An outspoken participant in the civil rights movement, Roger Wilkins served as
Assistant Attorney General during the Johnson administration. In 1972 he was
awarded the Pulitzer Prize along with Bernstein and Herblock for his coverage of
Watergate. Yet this black man, who has served the United States so well, feels at
times an unwelcome guest here.

In Jefferson's Pillow, Wilkins returns to America's beginnings and the founding
fathers who preached and fought for freedom, even though they owned other
human beings and legally denied them their humanity. He asserts that the mythic
accounts of the American Revolution have ignored slavery and oversimplified
history until the heroes, be they the founders or the slaves in their service, are
denied any human complexity.

Wilkins offers a thoughtful analysis of this fundamental paradox through his
exploration of the lives of George Washington, George Mason, James Madison,
and of course Thomas Jefferson. He discusses how class, education, and
personality allowed for the institution of slavery, unravels how we as Americans
tell different sides of that story, and explores the confounding ability of that
narrative to limit who we are and who we can become.

An important intellectual history of America's founding, Jefferson's Pillow will
change the way we view our nation and ourselves.
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The study of complex wave dynamics on thin films has captured the
imagination of scientists and researchers for decades. Through years of
research and...
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