Founders of the Nation
Every country has its historical moments or figures that become focal points of national adulation and patriotic fervor, symbols of the people in their unity and solidarity.  America’s myths and symbols serving these purposes belong to the colonial period up to the Revolutionary War and the subsequent founding of the United States of America.  Not only historical events but also their dates take on a special luster when they come to symbolize critical stages in the life cycle of a country: in 1773, the Boston Tea Party; 1774, the First Continental Congress; 1775, the midnight ride of Paul Revere; 1776, the Declaration of Independence; 1783, victory in the Revolutionary War; 1787, convention called for writing the Constitution of the United States; 1789, George Washington elected first President; 1796, John Adams becomes second President; 1800, Thomas Jefferson inaugurated as third President.

These are only a few of the events and people of the period that have assumed heroic proportions for later generations, often supported more by legend than by fact, and elevated to an almost sacred status in the psycho-religious life of the nation.  When some part of this mythic history is detached from the dim mists of history and brought into the revealing light of the present, it can prove discomfiting and even disturbing. Every so often someone decides to test the political awareness of today using the standards followed by the founding fathers and stands on a street corner asking the citizens to sign the Declaration of Independence-without identifying it as such.  The clear-cut right to make revolution against oppressive governments affirmed by the Declaration frightens many of today’s Americans, and they refuse to subscribe to one of their country’s founding documents.  Many patriots, proud of these ancestors who dressed up as Indians and boarded ships in Boston Harbor to dump tea overboard, are the first to decry as unpatriotic those contemporaries who, dressed in various garbs (sometimes even Indian), take part in what they believe to be principled and morally symbolic acts such as sit-ins against racial discrimination.

The colonial period has supplied America with more than its myths.  It has also proved to be the period of origin of some of the most enduring aspects of the American Quest and the American Dream.  Crevecoeur attempted to answer the question himself, and invented the metaphor of the melting pot for his purpose.  He could not have known that his question would continue to haunt Americans down into the twentieth century and that, some two hundred years later, they would still be exploring and debating the issue of the melting pot: To what extent should minority groups attempt to keep their ethnic identity?  To what extent should they let that identity be bubbled away in the American melting pot?  Behind such questions is a subtler one that remains—is this American, indeed, a genuinely new man?  Has the American experiment—American  democracy—created a detectable difference in its citizens?  What is this difference?  How does it affect behavior?  We find ourselves today asking the same questions that Crevecoeur posed two centuries ago: What then is the American, this new man?”
The American quest for identity is closely linked to the American Dream, and each American has had to define that dream for himself.  National heroes have made major contributions to that definition and probably none more than Benjamin Franklin.  Franklin lived the rags-to-riches myth of America and then described his formula for success in his Autobiography.  He rose from a waif carrying a long loaf of bread under his arm in Philadelphia to become one of the shapers of the country’s basic principles in U.S. founding documents.  Probably the most popular legacy left by Franklin has been his series of aphorisms collected under the title, The Way to Wealth.  Rise early, work hard, keep clean—and become rich.  This isn’t, of course, what Franklin meant, but for many, this has been inscribed as the recipe for the American Dream.  Some Americans who have, to their surprise, found such a simplistic formula successful, had ended up asking themselves, “Is that all?”  The American Dream remains to this day as undefined, unfulfilled, and as elusive as it did when the settlers and founders first conceived it back at the beginning of the country’s history.

