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			“Their statesmanship looked beyond the passing moment, and stretched away in strength into the distant future. They seized upon eternal principles, and set a glorious example in their defense. Mark them!”

			—Frederick Douglass, referring to the Founding Fathers in his speech “The Meaning of July Fourth for the Negro,” delivered in Rochester, New York, on July 5, 1852.

			





Dedication

			No nation is perfect, but America—more than any other—is a place where people from every imaginable background have been able to pursue their dreams and realize their potential. Americans have never met a problem we are afraid to tackle or a challenge we can’t overcome. In fact, those of us who have faced the most formidable challenges in life often become our strongest leaders and our greatest patriots. 

			This is as true of black Americans as it is anyone else. During the worst of Jim Crow, we built thriving communities full of families, churches, businesses, and countless civic institutions. On the very soil where we once toiled in forced labor, we found the seeds of our liberation.

			At a time when many are trying to pull us apart by stoking grievances and sowing discord, the overwhelming majority of Americans remain devoted to our founding principles and to one another. This book is dedicated to those countless millions who love our country, despite its flaws, and long to live together in peace.





1776 Unites Mission Statement

			1776 Unites is a movement to liberate tens of millions of Americans by helping them become agents of their own uplift and transformation, by embracing the true founding values of our country. 1776 Unites represents a nonpartisan and intellectually diverse alliance of hundreds of thousands of writers, thinkers, and activists focused on solutions to our country’s greatest challenges in education, culture, and upward mobility.

			We acknowledge that racial discrimination exists—and work towards diminishing it. But we dissent from contemporary groupthink and rhetoric about race, class, and American history that defames our national heritage, divides our people, and instills helplessness among those who already hold within themselves the grit and resilience to better their lot in life. 1776 Unites maintains a special focus on voices in the black community who celebrate black excellence and reject victimhood culture and showcases the millions of black Americans who have prospered by embracing the founding ideals of America.

			We are intellectuals and journalists, entrepreneurs and grassroots activists, celebrating the progress America has made, the resilience of its people, and our future together. We seek decisive action in restoring our people’s confidence and advancing the cause of actual justice in the face of hostile messages that degrade the spiritual, moral, and political foundations of our nation.

			1776 Unites is a project of the Woodson Center, a community transformation and empowerment organization founded by Robert L. Woodson Sr. in 1981.
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Foreword 
By Dr. Lucas E. Morel

			“It should never be lost sight of, that our destiny for good or for evil, for time and for eternity, is, by an all-wise God, committed to us; and that all the helps or hindrances with which we may meet on earth, can never release us from this high and heaven-imposed responsibility.”

			—Frederick Douglass (1848)1

			“Always bear in mind that your own resolution to succeed, is more important than any other one thing.”

			—Abraham Lincoln (1855)2

			Frederick Douglass and Abraham Lincoln would smile upon this book of essays. Both men exuded the Spirit of ’76 and, like the essays herein, sought to reclaim the noble ideals of the Declaration of Independence to meet the challenges of their times. Each knew of the landing of Africans near Jamestown, Virginia, in 1619, and the significance of this introduction of African slavery onto American soil.3 However, neither saw that event as equivalent to, let alone surpassing, what Americans have long believed marked America’s Novus ordo seclorum, or “new order of the ages”—namely, when thirteen American colonies-turned-states declared their independence on July 4, 1776. Douglass and Lincoln identified that date as the American Founding because it not only announced a break from Great Britain but also expressed a universal, transcendent foundation for legitimate government.4 In the spirit of these two champions of the timeless truths of the Declaration, 1776 Unites argues that those truths constitute the surest basis for individual prosperity and the key to reuniting a country divided over the role that race should play in its social and political life.

			In the essays that follow, while hindrances are acknowledged, the authors focus on what black Americans have the power to do for themselves, their neighbors, and their country. Frederick Douglass never denied that white Americans needed to remove “the barriers to our improvement, which themselves have set up,” but he consistently emphasized that “the main work must be commenced, must be carried on, and concluded by ourselves.”5 He exhorted black Americans to cultivate character above all else. It not only elevated a man but also helped to undercut color prejudice against him.

			This required a moral effort on the part of black people precisely because it was required of all people. The key to liberation, Douglass never tired of proclaiming, lay within each person. To be sure, government has a role to play, but even the most robust efforts by government to protect the citizenry would avail them little if they themselves did not use their freedom to develop their natural human capacity. This has always been the purpose of education, and the essays in Red, White, and Black illustrate many essential ways that appealing to the minds and hearts of black people, and not to their color, offers the formula for success.

			This book also points to the role that faith plays in giving hope to those who face obstacles. Faith in God played a pivotal role in the civil rights struggle, marking the manifest contributions to peaceful progress by leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr., Rosa Parks, John Lewis, and Mahalia Jackson. Christian virtues like forgiveness, perseverance, and most of all agape love were instrumental in avoiding the bloodshed of race wars that could have occurred but for the abiding restraint of so many black Americans. Their belief in revealed, transcendent truths jibes well with the natural, transcendent principles that constitute the Spirit of ’76.

			Importantly, the task of black American liberation and self-government had to begin even before prejudices were conquered and barriers were removed. Black Americans have always fought for their rights even before the elimination of discriminatory laws and practices. In fact, one might describe American history as one long civil rights movement, where a diverse people and their government developed by fits and starts in their march towards securing freedom and equality for all.6 In so believing and doing, black Americans may count themselves no less the sons and daughters of the American Revolution than the literal descendants of the generation that fought to establish a country on the basis of equality, liberty, and government by consent of the governed.

			Lincoln once explained that these concepts, at once distinctively American and profoundly universal, were the inheritance of every citizen of the United States. Speaking of immigrants to the United States, he noted that while they could not trace their bloodline to the fathers of the American republic, “when they look through that old Declaration of Independence they find that those old men say that ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal,’ and then they feel that that moral sentiment taught in that day evidences their relation to those men, that it is the father of all moral principle in them, and that they have a right to claim it as though they were blood of the blood, and flesh of the flesh of the men who wrote that Declaration, and so they are.”7 The stories told in Red, White, and Black echo Lincoln’s sentiment, claiming the principles of the Declaration for all black Americans—“and so they are.” In this way, the Spirit of ’76 unifies because it embraces all humanity.

			An essential theme of these essays is the importance of the individual as contrasted with the more popular emphasis upon group identity. One of the grand ironies of today’s “identity politics” is that the solidarity or collective mindset promoted by appeals to race pride ignores the individual identities of those it claims to elevate. Moreover, it also neglects or downplays the diversity of each individual, whose true identity could never be summed up by reference only to race (or any other attribute). In doing so, today’s racial identity mongers undermine substantive advancement of racial minorities by not calling forth their individual efforts to develop their natural capacity for self-government.

			In addition, identity politics diverts government away from protecting what Martin Luther King Jr. called “citizenship rights” and towards distributing benefits and burdens on the basis of membership in protected groups.8 Douglass noted, “I know of no rights of race superior to the rights of humanity.” A steadfast believer in equality under the law, he insisted that the “Constitution knows no man by the color of his skin” and therefore did not believe race should be the measure of anyone’s constitutional rights.9

			In this focus upon his rights as an American citizen and not as a black man, Douglass foreshadowed Justice Louis Harlan’s famous, lone dissenting opinion in the infamous 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson case, which produced the insidious doctrine of “separate but equal.” Harlan wrote, “Our Constitution is color-blind, and neither knows nor tolerates classes among citizens. In respect of civil rights, all citizens are equal before the law.”10 Unfortunately, Harlan’s dissent was outnumbered by seven other justices who interpreted the Fourteenth Amendment to allow states to segregate citizens according to their racial identity as long as they did so equally. Subsequent Supreme Court cases have ratcheted up the standard of judicial scrutiny of racial classifications and, in the 1954 case of Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, finally ruled that racial segregation was unconstitutional.11 However, a majority of the high court has never interpreted the Constitution to be color-blind. Racial identity remains a permissible way for government to include some citizens and exclude others when providing opportunities, like admission to the nation’s colleges and universities or securing government jobs and contracts.12 With the Court endorsing racial identity as a “plus,” at least for some citizens, it’s no surprise that seeking advancement through group identity continues to offer an alluring path for some black Americans.

			Douglass argued that cultivating “race pride” was actually “a positive evil.” By offering no basis for tangible, practical accomplishments, he looked upon the enterprise as “building on a false foundation.” He reminded fellow black Americans that the color prejudice at the root of slavery, segregation, and the manifold discrimination they faced—what he termed “American race pride”—was precisely the result of “an assumption of superiority upon the ground of race and color” and the very “thing we are fighting against.” He added, “Do we not know that every argument we make, and every pretension we set up in favor of race pride, is giving the enemy a stick to break our own heads?”13 If they had been discriminated against in the past, the way forward was not discrimination in their favor but equal protection of the laws—what they were owed all along.

			Douglass also reminded his black readers, “Our race and color are not of our own choosing. We have no volition in the case one way or another.” He, therefore, thought it “ridiculous” that someone would want to take credit for “the gift of the Almighty.”14 An appeal to group pride without also exhorting members of the group to conduct befitting a free person amounts to nothing more than a pose and therefore a vain exercise that promotes self-esteem without requiring any effort.

			For the better part of American history, black Americans wanted nothing to do with a color line that separated them from the rest of the American population. Douglass wrote that it was “our enemies” who sought “to deepen and widen the line of separation between the white and colored people of this country.” Given that blacks were a numerical minority in the United States, color had never been a help to them. What Douglass learned from the American Founders, including slaveholders like Washington, Jefferson, and Madison, was that the only relevant minority in America was the minority of one—the individual. In Douglass’s words, “color should not be a criterion of rights.”15

			To the extent that blacks seek security in their citizenship as Americans rather than the color of their skin, they strengthen their just claims under the Constitution. During the Civil War, Douglass devoted himself to getting white Americans “to trust the operation of their own principles.”16 Once the war concluded, he maintained that his goal was “to make our government entirely consistent with itself.”17 Simply put, Douglass thought the government of all should be partial to none, and thereby leave each person responsible for the exercise of his or her liberties. Under a government that protects all citizens equally and that operates according to their consent, all can now rise or fall according to their respective efforts.

			Black Americans throughout our history expressed the best in American ideals when they strove against the odds to overcome unjust obstacles to make a meaningful life for themselves in the United States. Similarly, the generation that fought in the Revolutionary War acted like a free people even before their independence was secured. As one of the main draftsmen of the Declaration of Independence, John Adams, wrote, “The Revolution was effected before the War commenced. The Revolution was in the Minds and Hearts of the people.”18

			Frederick Douglass demonstrated this same mindset even while legally still a slave when he resisted the beating of a slave breaker: “I had reached the point, at which I was not afraid to die. This spirit made me a freeman in fact, while I remained a slave in form.”19 Douglass took the measure of his oppressive circumstances, and most especially of his God-given capacity as a human being, and determined not to remain a victim of his environment. Douglass called it the “turning-point” of his “career as a slave” when he resolved that, “however long I might remain a slave in form, the day had passed forever when I could be a slave in fact.”20 He would pursue his own liberation, and that of his fellow bondsmen, eventually making a career of reminding fellow Americans of the ideals of the Declaration of Independence and the protections of the Constitution.

			But these founding documents are now under suspicion, if not flat-out attack. Americans have forgotten how they are connected to the Founding. This civic identity crisis is most evident in current discussions and strife involving race. Americans have begun to believe that the continuance of slavery by the leading statesmen of that era demonstrates that our revolutionary fathers did not believe that all men were included when they wrote in the Declaration of Independence “that all men are created equal.” As the greatest defender of the American Founding, even Lincoln is included among the targets of those who see racism at worst, and hypocrisy at best, in the most iconic political figures of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century America.21

			Without question Exhibit A is the hullabaloo over the 1619 Project. Curated by Nikole Hannah-Jones, the New York Times Magazine devoted its entire issue on August 18, 2019, to essays and art inspired by the notion that 1619 was the real founding of America because of the introduction of African slaves at Point Comfort, near the English colony of Jamestown. Its lead essay by Ms. Hannah-Jones argued that racial slavery planted so early in the American continent infected the development of the eventual nation’s society and politics as to engender anti-black racism that “runs in the very DNA of this country.”22

			Her thesis and related essays under the auspices of the 1619 Project have received serious criticism that can readily be found online and in print. Suffice it to say, historians, political scientists, and economists from across the political spectrum have weighed the 1619 Project and found it seriously wanting in terms of its scholarship. I found Hannah-Jones’s essay not only deficient in its understanding of both Lincoln and the American Founding, but also politically divisive in its presentation of American history as heroic black virtue triumphing over persistent white vice.23 The short shrift she pays to the goodwill of so many white citizens who supported the individual and collective black freedom struggle can only sap the trust that is necessary for racial diversity to strengthen rather than weaken our national union.

			In the end, what do America’s youth, especially those of color, need to equip themselves for success? What can they start doing today, even in the face of lingering prejudice, to put them on the path to both material and spiritual well-being? These essays in Red, White, and Black brim with the agency, initiative, and aspiration of ordinary black Americans, telling stories that inspire precisely because they illustrate the success within any American’s reach, if only he or she believes. America’s promise, the Spirit of ’76, remains “the ring-bolt to the chain of your nation’s destiny,” Douglass told us, because it holds the greatest potential to liberate all who strive to fulfill it, as well as once again unite us as one American people.





Introduction: The Crucial Voice of “1776” 
By Robert L. Woodson Sr.

			While the country’s chatting classes had their attention riveted on the impeachment of the president and the national elections that took place in 2020, the moral ground under our feet was shaking with small seismic tremors that portend a major eruption that could tear this country apart. As those who promote identity politics fan the flames of animosity and thrive on division, our nation is breaking apart.

			One of the most virulent and volatile areas of division is race. The purveyors of animosity have fine-tuned their strategy on this issue, creating a villain composed of “white privilege” and “institutional racism” that must be countered through a game plan of entitlements and reparations for its victims. The grand weapon in this warfare is the 1619 Project, launched by the New York Times in a one hundred-page insert of a collection of writings. These writings postulate that the “actual” founding of America occurred in 1619 with the arrival of the first slaves on our nation’s shores and declare that America is essentially and irrevocably rooted in injustice and racism.

			The weight of the legacy of slavery and Jim Crow laws is said to be the cause of any and all racial disparity that exists today and is declared the source of the devastation of crime-ridden, predominantly black inner cities and skyrocketing homicides, as well as the dissolution of families and communities. To counter the debilitating and dangerous message of the 1619 Project, we are launching 1776 Unites, honoring the vision of our nation’s Founders, who saw beyond their years. Though slavery and discrimination undeniably are a tragic part of our nation’s history, we have made strides along its long and tortuous journey to realize its promise and abide by its founding principles. People are motivated to achieve and overcome the challenges that confront them when they learn about inspiring victories that are possible and are not barraged by constant reminders of injuries they have suffered.

			In truth, even during the times of the worst oppression, there were blacks who were in slavery but not of slavery—who maintained a strong moral code and a belief in self-determination and mutual support that allowed them to rise. A surprising number of black men and women who were born slaves died as millionaires. Even in the era of legislated segregation and discrimination, blacks tapped an entrepreneurial legacy to launch thriving enterprises, including hotels, banks, hospitals, dental schools, insurance companies, and a railroad. In fact, the black business district of Durham, North Carolina, was widely known as “Black Wall Street.”

			Another famous black entrepreneurial enclave was the Greenwood section of Tulsa, Oklahoma. When oil was discovered in Tulsa in the early 1900s, the city underwent an enormous growth spurt. Though African Americans were not allowed to create business ventures in the major district and were not even welcomed as customers in the white business district, rather than taking service jobs and doing domestic service labor for others, many adventurous blacks chose to develop their own business district. By 1921, the business enclave had developed into an impressive array of enterprises.

			Tragically, in that year, a young black delivery man was falsely accused of attacking a white woman. Tensions rose and erupted into chaos as a mob of angry whites looted stores, shot at blacks in the streets, and torched businesses, homes, and churches. In this violence, 860 African American businesses and homes were destroyed and, afterward, the Greenwood business section lay in ruins. Undaunted, and displaying the same entrepreneurial spirit that initially built the Greenwood section, blacks joined together in a massive effort of rebuilding. By 1938, business enterprises and community organizations once again anchored the community. This spectrum of achievement is a powerful refutation of the claim that the destiny of black Americans is determined by what whites do—or what they have done in the past.

			Until the 1960s, poverty did not entail social dysfunction in the black community. In ten years of the Depression, when the United States overall had a negative GNP and a nearly 25 percent unemployment rate, the unemployment rate in the black community was over 40 percent. Even then, the marriage rate in the black community was higher than it was in the white community, despite times of economic deprivation and racism. In 1925 in New York City, 85 percent24 of black families were a husband and wife raising their children—while today the rate of out-of-wedlock births among blacks has skyrocketed to nearly 71 percent.25

			In his book, The Future Once Happened Here, historian Fred Siegel explains that radical, liberal social activists in the 1960s concluded that one way to reveal the moral shortcomings of capitalism was to flood the system with welfare recipients. In detaching work from income, and thereby diminishing men and the role they played as fathers, welfare dependency, drug addiction, and school dropouts would increase, ultimately “opening [the nation up] to radical change.”26 These policies, espoused by Columbia University professors Richard Cloward, Frances Fox Piven, and others, were followed by government action to actually recruit people into the welfare system. These efforts lifted the stigma of welfare as social insurance and replaced it with the idea of “welfare rights,” and in the case of blacks, replaced it with the idea of reparations.27 Thus the black family and other families began to decline, followed by out-of-wedlock births and poverty. Prior to this time, even in the face of Jim Crow laws, legalized discrimination, and a lack of voting rights, the black community did not experience the wide-scale despair and destruction that we witness today because of a strong Christian moral code of conduct, a conviction in self-determination and mutual assistance, and strong families and communities.

			We are launching 1776 Unites to counter the false history that the 1619 Project espouses and has disseminated as a school curriculum. We aim to highlight the victories that are possible in spite of oppression, and to open the door to discussion of solutions to the moral disarray that afflicts not only minority, low-income neighborhoods but also takes its toll among the sons and daughters of the affluent. In Palo Alto, California, where two-parent, highly educated households predominate, the suicide rate among teenagers is six times the national average.28 Drug addiction among affluent, white youths in New Hampshire is dramatically rising.29

			Throughout America, we are witnessing the widespread self-destruction and devastation that is the consequence of the perversion of the values that once united us and protected us from both internal and external enemies. As Samuel Adams presciently warned, “A dissolution of principles and manners will more surely overthrow the liberties of America than the whole force of the common enemy…. Neither the wisest constitution nor the wisest laws will secure the liberty and happiness of a people whose manners are universally corrupt.”30

			As long as the perpetrators of race grievance that are represented by the 1619 Project are permitted to go unchallenged, this country will continue its social, spiritual, and moral decline. 1776 Unites has enlisted a group of black scholars and social activists who uphold the true origins of our nation and the principles through which its founding promise can be fulfilled. While acknowledging that slavery and discrimination are part of our nation’s history, we believe that America should not be defined solely by this “birth defect” and that black Americans should not be portrayed as perpetual helpless victims.

			Rather than giving point-by-point counterarguments to the findings and conclusion of the 1619 Project, our focus will be to identify and highlight solutions, models of success in reviving our streets and communities, and actionable goals that should be pursued.

			Key themes of 1776 Unites will be to:

			Debunk the myth that present-day problems are related to our past, using evidence to confront the incomplete and misguided economic, historical, cultural, and religious positions taken by the 1619 Project—specifically, debunking the myth that slavery is the source of present-day disparities and injustice. America should not be defined by its failures.

			Tell stories from the past and present of resilience and upward mobility. America should be defined by its promises.

			We will tell the untold stories of people who have succeeded in the face of daunting obstacles, including slaves who became millionaires through entrepreneurial determination; former slaves who bought the plantations on which they once worked; present-day, inner-city grassroots leaders who are transforming drug-infested communities into peaceful, safe places to raise families; and others.

			The stories of the successes of black Americans later will be complemented by examples of achievement against the odds by men, women, and youths representing a spectrum of races and ethnicities.

			What America is confronting today, with the dominance of race grievance and identity politics, has had, since its inception, an even more sinister purpose: to maintain the political power of the landlord merchant class, according to historian James Oakes in his new book, The Scorpion’s Sting. Oakes quotes Adolph L. Reed Jr., a political science professor at the University of Pennsylvania: “Identity is very much the ideology of the professional management class. They prefer to talk about identity over capitalism and the inequities of capitalism. We have an atrocious wealth gap in this country. It’s not a black and white wealth gap. It’s a wealth gap. But if you keep rephrasing it as black/white and shift it to a racial argument, you undermine the possibility of building a working-class coalition, which, by definition, would be disproportionately black, female, Latino, and still majority white. That’s the kind of working-class coalition that identity politics tends to erase.”31

			Throughout her checkered past, America has been and remains a beacon of hope to people around the world. Join us in exploring stories of truth, perseverance, and triumph that acknowledge America’s failures but celebrate her enduring promise.





The Essays





“A Positive Vision: The Agenda of ‘1776’” 
By Wilfred Reilly

			The United States of American began in 1776, not 1619. I’ve found myself saying this quite a bit lately, in response to the claims of the New York Times’ 1619 Project. The 1619 Project has argued, among other things, that the American Revolutionary War was fought to preserve slavery, that aggressive American capitalism is a legacy of slavery, and that historical racial segregation “caused your traffic jam.”

			Empirically, I believe that I and other members of the “1776” initiative—founder Robert L. Woodson Sr., Glenn Loury, Coleman Hughes, John Sibley Butler, Carol M. Swain, and Taleeb Starkes among them—have done a solid job of pointing out the weaknesses of the 1619 case and, more broadly, of the Howard Zinn-style radical social “science.” To take just two of the points mentioned above: British colonies maintained the “peculiar institution” until fifty-two years after our revolution ended, and the most aggressively competitive economy in the world is generally Singapore’s.32

			But, there is another essay regarding 1776 to be written. When I speak or write about the initiative, easily the most common question I receive is: “But what do you guys believe?” The 1776 perspective can be condensed into one sentence: the U.S. is a flawed but very good country, where it is simply not terribly hard to succeed, given hard work and personal responsibility. As a founding member of 1776, I would personally draw this single thesis statement out into four points:

			1.It is not accurate to claim that the contemporary U.S. is a “systemically” racist society;

			2.Many of the primary social problems of today have nothing to do with historical racial conflict;

			3.Individuals are not responsible for the sins of other members of their groups; and

			4.Basic skills training—for example, test taking—would do far more to prep both blacks/minorities and working-poor white Americans for the real battles of today than would any amount of training in “grievance.”

			The first of these points is the most obviously accurate, but also the most controversial. The American activist Left argues constantly that the United States of 2020 is an “institutionally,” “structurally,” and “systemically” racist hell-state, chock-full of “white privilege” and “cultural appropriation(s)” and “microaggressions.” In a widely cited 2018 essay, scholar Nicki Lisa Cole identified at least seven complicated forms of racism, including the “representative racism” of depicting blacks or Italians as criminals in films, the “discursive racism” of using such potentially loaded terms as “ghetto,” and the “ideological racism” of believing in any ethnic stereotypes (for example, that Latin women tend to be fiery lovers and debaters) whatsoever.33 Activist scholars frequently point to “prejudice” of this kind, in combination with legitimate historical atrocities such as lynching, to argue that people of color are systematically disadvantaged in the U.S.

			The problem with this claim is that it is not true. No one disputes the bloody, unpleasant nature of large portions of American—and human—history. But, black and brown Americans have been on an even keel with
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