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READING	PACKET	FOR	AUGUST	24,	2024|	DECLARATION	OF	INDEPENDENCE’S	PLACE	IN	
AMERICAN	POLITICAL	RHETORIC	

	
CORE	READING	#1	DECLARATION	OF	INDEPENDENCE	|	JULY	4,	1776	

SOURCE:	https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/declaration-of-independence/ 
	
	

IN CONGRESS, July 4, 1776 

The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America, 

When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them 

with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of 

Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them 

to the separation. 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 

Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. — That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted 

among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, — That whenever any Form of Government becomes 

destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on 

such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. 

Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly 

all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing 

the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces 

a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new 

Guards for their future security. — Such has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which 

constrains them to alter their former Systems of Government. The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of repeated 

injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts 

be submitted to a candid world. 
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He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the public good. 

He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and pressing importance, unless suspended in their operation till his 

Assent should be obtained; and when so suspended, he has utterly neglected to attend to them. 

He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of large districts of people, unless those people would relinquish the right of 

Representation in the Legislature, a right inestimable to them and formidable to tyrants only. 

He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable, and distant from the depository of their public Records, for 

the sole purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with his measures. 

He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly, for opposing with manly firmness his invasions on the rights of the people. 

He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others to be elected; whereby the Legislative powers, incapable of 

Annihilation, have returned to the People at large for their exercise; the State remaining in the mean time exposed to all the dangers of 

invasion from without, and convulsions within. 

He has endeavoured to prevent the population of these States; for that purpose obstructing the Laws for Naturalization of Foreigners; 

refusing to pass others to encourage their migrations hither, and raising the conditions of new Appropriations of Lands. 

He has obstructed the Administration of Justice, by refusing his Assent to Laws for establishing Judiciary powers. 

He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for the tenure of their offices, and the amount and payment of their salaries. 

He has erected a multitude of New Offices, and sent hither swarms of Officers to harrass our people, and eat out their substance. 

He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies without the Consent of our legislatures. 

He has affected to render the Military independent of and superior to the Civil power. 

He has combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign to our constitution, and unacknowledged by our laws; giving his 

Assent to their Acts of pretended Legislation: 

For Quartering large bodies of armed troops among us: 

For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from punishment for any Murders which they should commit on the Inhabitants of these States: 

For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world: 

For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent: 

For depriving us in many cases, of the benefits of Trial by Jury: 

For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pretended offences: 

For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a neighbouring Province, establishing therein an Arbitrary government, and enlarging 

its Boundaries so as to render it at once an example and fit instrument for introducing the same absolute rule into these Colonies: 
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For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most valuable Laws, and altering fundamentally the Forms of our Governments: 

For suspending our own Legislatures, and declaring themselves invested with power to legislate for us in all cases whatsoever. 

He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out of his Protection and waging War against us. 

He has plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives of our people. 

He is at this time transporting large Armies of foreign Mercenaries to compleat the works of death, desolation and tyranny, already 

begun with circumstances of Cruelty & perfidy scarcely paralleled in the most barbarous ages, and totally unworthy the Head of a 

civilized nation. 

He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on the high Seas to bear Arms against their Country, to become the executioners 

of their friends and Brethren, or to fall themselves by their Hands. 

He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavoured to bring on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless 

Indian Savages, whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions. 

In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms: Our repeated Petitions have been 

answered only by repeated injury. A Prince whose character is thus marked by every act which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the 

ruler of a free people. 

Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our British brethren. We have warned them from time to time of attempts by their legislature 

to extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We have reminded them of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. 

We have appealed to their native justice and magnanimity, and we have conjured them by the ties of our common kindred to disavow 

these usurpations, which, would inevitably interrupt our connections and correspondence. They too have been deaf to the voice of 

justice and of consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce in the necessity, which denounces our Separation, and hold them, as we 

hold the rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace Friends. 

We, therefore, the Representatives of the united States of America, in General Congress, Assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge 

of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the Name, and by Authority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly 

publish and declare, That these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free and Independent States; that they are Absolved 

from all Allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain, is and ought to be 

totally dissolved; and that as Free and Independent States, they have full Power to levy War, conclude Peace, contract Alliances, 

establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and Things which Independent States may of right do. And for the support of this 

Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and 

our sacred Honor. 
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"Paragraph on Slavery from Jefferson's Rough Draft" 

He has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating its most sacred rights of life and liberty in the persons of a 
distant people who never offended him, captivating and carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere or to incur 
miserable death in their transportation thither. This piratical warfare, the opprobrium of INFIDEL powers, is the warfare of 
the CHRISTIAN king of Great Britain. Determined to keep open a market where MEN should be bought and sold, he has 
prostituted his negative for suppressing every legislative attempt to prohibit or to restrain this execrable commerce. And that 
this assemblage of horrors might want no fact of distinguished die,[3] he is now exciting those very people to rise in arms 
among us, and to purchase that liberty of which he has deprived them, by murdering the people on whom he also obtruded 
them: thus paying off former crimes committed against the LIBERTIES of one people, with crimes which he urges them to 
commit against the LIVES of another. .  
 
 
SOURCE: https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/draft-of-the-declaration-of-independence-2/

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/draft-of-the-declaration-of-independence-2/#footnotes
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CORE	READING	2:	ALEXANDER	STEPHENS,	CORNERSTONE	ADDRESS	|	MARCH	21,	1861	
SOURCE:	https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/the-corner-stone-speech/	
	
	

At half past seven o’clock on Thursday evening, the largest audience ever assembled at the Athenaeum was in the house, waiting 

most impatiently for the appearance of the orator of the evening, Hon. A. H. Stephens, Vice President of the Confederate States of 

America. The committee, with invited guests, were seated on the stage when, at the appointed hour, the Hon. C. C. Jones, Mayor, and 

the speaker entered, and were greeted by the immense assemblage with deafening rounds of applause. . . . 

. . .[W]e are passing through one of the greatest revolutions in the annals of the world. Seven states have within the last three months 

thrown off an old government and formed a new. This revolution has been signally marked, up to this time, by the fact of its having 

been accomplished without the loss of a single drop of blood. 

This new constitution, or form of government, constitutes the subject to which your attention will be partly invited. In reference to it, I 

make this first general remark: it amply secures all our ancient rights, franchises, and liberties. All the great principles of Magna Charta 

are retained in it. No citizen is deprived of life, liberty, or property, but by the judgment of his peers under the laws of the land. The 

great principle of religious liberty, which was the honor and pride of the old Constitution, is still maintained and secured. All the 

essentials of the old Constitution, which have endeared it to the hearts of the American people, have been preserved and perpetuated. 

Some changes have been made. Some of these I should have preferred not to have seen made; but other important changes do meet 

my cordial approbation. They form great improvements upon the old Constitution. So, taking the whole new constitution, I have no 

hesitancy in giving it as my judgment that it is decidedly better than the old. 

Allow me briefly to allude to some of these improvements . . . 

But not to be tedious in enumerating the numerous changes for the better, allow me to allude to one other though last, not least. The 

new constitution has put at rest, forever, all the agitating questions relating to our peculiar institution—African slavery as it exists 

amongst us—the proper status of the negro in our form of civilization. This was the immediate cause of the late rupture and present 

revolution. Jefferson in his forecast, had anticipated this, as the “rock upon which the old Union would split.”1 He was right. What was 

conjecture with him, is now a realized fact. But whether he fully comprehended the great truth upon which that rock stood and stands, 

may be doubted. The prevailing ideas entertained by him and most of the leading statesmen at the time of the formation of the old 

Constitution, were that the enslavement of the African was in violation of the laws of nature; that it was wrong in principle, socially, 

morally, and politically. It was an evil they knew not well how to deal with, but the general opinion of the men of that day was that, 

somehow or other in the order of Providence, the institution would be evanescent and pass away. This idea, though not incorporated in 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/the-corner-stone-speech/
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the Constitution, was the prevailing idea at that time. The Constitution, it is true, secured every essential guarantee to the institution 

while it should last, and hence no argument can be justly urged against the constitutional guarantees thus secured, because of the 

common sentiment of the day. Those ideas, however, were fundamentally wrong. They rested upon the assumption of the equality of 

races. This was an error. It was a sandy foundation, and the government built upon it fell when the “storm came and the wind blew.”2 

Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea; its foundations are laid, its corner-stone rests, upon the great truth that 

the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery, subordination to the superior race, is his natural and normal condition. This, our 

new government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth. This truth has 

been slow in the process of its development, like all other truths in the various departments of science. It has been so even amongst 

us. Many who hear me, perhaps, can recollect well that this truth was not generally admitted, even within their day. The errors of the 

past generation still clung to many as late as twenty years ago. Those at the North, who still cling to these errors, with a zeal above 

knowledge, we justly denominate fanatics. All fanaticism springs from an aberration of the mind from a defect in reasoning. It is a 

species of insanity. One of the most striking characteristics of insanity, in many instances, is forming correct conclusions from fancied 

or erroneous premises; so with the antislavery fanatics. Their conclusions are right if their premises were. They assume that the negro 

is equal, and hence conclude that he is entitled to equal privileges and rights with the white man. If their premises were correct, their 

conclusions would be logical and just, but their premise being wrong, their whole argument fails. I recollect once of having heard a 

gentleman from one of the northern states, of great power and ability, announce in the House of Representatives, with imposing effect, 

that we of the South would be compelled, ultimately, to yield upon this subject of slavery, that it was as impossible to war successfully 

against a principle in politics, as it was in physics or mechanics. That the principle would ultimately prevail. That we, in maintaining 

slavery as it exists with us, were warring against a principle, a principle founded in nature, the principle of the equality of men. The 

reply I made to him was, that upon his own grounds, we should, ultimately, succeed, and that he and his associates, in this crusade 

against our institutions, would ultimately fail. The truth announced, that it was as impossible to war successfully against a principle in 

politics as it was in physics and mechanics, I admitted; but told him that it was he, and those acting with him, who were warring against 

a principle. They were attempting to make things equal which the Creator had made unequal. 

In the conflict thus far, success has been on our side, complete throughout the length and breadth of the Confederate states. It is upon 

this, as I have stated, our social fabric is firmly planted; and I cannot permit myself to doubt the ultimate success of a full recognition of 

this principle throughout the civilized and enlightened world. 

As I have stated, the truth of this principle may be slow in development, as all truths are and ever have been, in the various branches of 

science. It was so with the principles announced by Galileo [and] it was so with Adam Smith and his principles of political economy. It 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/the-corner-stone-speech/#ftn2
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was so with Harvey, and his theory of the circulation of the blood. It is stated that not a single one of the medical profession, living at 

the time of the announcement of the truths made by him, admitted them. Now, they are universally acknowledged. May we not, 

therefore, look with confidence to the ultimate universal acknowledgment of the truths upon which our system rests? It is the first 

government ever instituted upon the principles in strict conformity to nature, and the ordination of Providence, in furnishing the 

materials of human society. Many governments have been founded upon the principle of the subordination and serfdom of certain 

classes of the same race; such were and are in violation of the laws of nature. Our system commits no such violation of nature’s laws. 

With us, all of the white race, however high or low, rich or poor, are equal in the eye of the law. Not so with the negro. Subordination is 

his place. He, by nature, or by the curse against Canaan,3 is fitted for that condition which he occupies in our system. The architect, in 

the construction of buildings, lays the foundation with the proper material—the granite; then comes the brick or the marble. The 

substratum of our society is made of the material fitted by nature for it, and by experience we know that it is best, not only for the 

superior, but for the inferior race, that it should be so. It is, indeed, in conformity with the ordinance of the Creator. It is not for us to 

inquire into the wisdom of His ordinances, or to question them. For His own purposes, He has made one race to differ from another, as 

He has made “one star to differ from another star in glory.”4 The great objects of humanity are best attained when there is conformity to 

His laws and decrees, in the formation of governments as well as in all things else. Our confederacy is founded upon principles in strict 

conformity with these laws. This stone which was rejected by the first builders “is become the chief of the corner”5 the real “corner-

stone” in our new edifice. I have been asked, what of the future? It has been apprehended by some that we would have arrayed 

against us the civilized world. I care not who or how many they may be against us, when we stand upon the eternal principles of truth, if 

we are true to ourselves and the principles for which we contend, we are obliged to, and must triumph. 

Thousands of people who begin to understand these truths are not yet completely out of the shell; they do not see them in their length 

and breadth. We hear much of the civilization and Christianization of the barbarous tribes of Africa. In my judgment, those ends will 

never be attained, but by first teaching them the lesson taught to Adam, that “in the sweat of his brow he should eat his bread,”6 and 

teaching them to work, and feed, and clothe themselves. . . . 

Reporter’s Note.—Your reporter begs to state that the above is not a perfect report, but only such a sketch of the address of Mr. 

Stephens as embraces, in his judgment, the most important points presented by the orator.—G. 
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CORE	READING	3:	LYNDON	BAINES	JOHNSON,	COMMENCEMENT	SPEECH	AT	HOWARD	
UNIVERSITY		|	JUNE	4,	1954	

SOURCE:	https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/to-fulfill-these-rights-
commencement-address-at-howard-university-3/	

 

Dr. Nabrit,1 my fellow Americans: 

I am delighted at the chance to speak at this important and this historic institution. Howard has long been an outstanding center for the 

education of Negro Americans. Its students are of every race and color and they come from many countries of the world. It is truly a 

working example of democratic excellence. 

Our earth is the home of revolution. In every corner of every continent men charged with hope contend with ancient ways in the pursuit 

of justice. They reach for the newest of weapons to realize the oldest of dreams, that each may walk in freedom and pride, stretching 

his talents, enjoying the fruits of the earth. 

Our enemies may occasionally seize the day of change, but it is the banner of our revolution they take. And our own future is linked to 

this process of swift and turbulent change in many lands in the world. But nothing in any country touches us more profoundly, and 

nothing is more freighted with meaning for our own destiny than the revolution of the Negro American. 

In far too many ways American Negroes have been another nation: deprived of freedom, crippled by hatred, the doors of opportunity 

closed to hope. 

In our time change has come to this nation, too. The American Negro, acting with impressive restraint, has peacefully protested and 

marched, entered the courtrooms and the seats of government, demanding a justice that has long been denied. The voice of the Negro 

was the call to action. But it is a tribute to America that, once aroused, the courts and the Congress, the president and most of the 

people, have been the allies of progress. 

Legal Protection for Human Rights 

Thus we have seen the high court of the country declare that discrimination based on race was repugnant to the Constitution, and 

therefore void. We have seen in 1957, and 1960, and again in 1964,2 the first civil rights legislation in this nation in almost an entire 

century. 

As majority leader of the United States Senate, I helped to guide two of these bills through the Senate. And, as your president, I was 

proud to sign the third. And now very soon we will have the fourth—a new law guaranteeing every American the right to vote. 

No act of my entire administration will give me greater satisfaction than the day when my signature makes this bill, too, the law of this 

land.3 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/to-fulfill-these-rights-commencement-address-at-howard-university-3/
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/to-fulfill-these-rights-commencement-address-at-howard-university-3/
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/to-fulfill-these-rights-commencement-address-at-howard-university-3/#ftn1
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/to-fulfill-these-rights-commencement-address-at-howard-university-3/#ftn2
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The voting rights bill will be the latest, and among the most important, in a long series of victories. But this victory—as Winston 

Churchill said of another triumph for freedom—“is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the 

beginning.”4 

That beginning is freedom; and the barriers to that freedom are tumbling down. Freedom is the right to share, share fully and equally, in 

American society—to vote, to hold a job, to enter a public place, to go to school. It is the right to be treated in every part of our national 

life as a person equal in dignity and promise to all others. 

Freedom Is Not Enough 

But freedom is not enough. You do not wipe away the scars of centuries by saying: Now you are free to go where you want, and do as 

you desire, and choose the leaders you please. 

You do not take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by chains and liberate him, bring him up to the starting line of a race and 

then say, “You are free to compete with all the others,” and still justly believe that you have been completely fair. 

Thus it is not enough just to open the gates of opportunity. All our citizens must have the ability to walk through those gates. 

This is the next and the more profound stage of the battle for civil rights. We seek not just freedom but opportunity. We seek not just 

legal equity but human ability, not just equality as a right and a theory but equality as a fact and equality as a result. 

For the task is to give 20 million Negroes the same chance as every other American to learn and grow, to work and share in society, to 

develop their abilities—physical, mental, and spiritual, and to pursue their individual happiness. 

To this end equal opportunity is essential, but not enough, not enough. Men and women of all races are born with the same range of 

abilities. But ability is not just the product of birth. Ability is stretched or stunted by the family that you live with, and the neighborhood 

you live in—by the school you go to and the poverty or the richness of your surroundings. It is the product of a hundred unseen forces 

playing upon the little infant, the child, and finally the man. 

Progress for Some 

This graduating class at Howard University is witness to the indomitable determination of the Negro American to win his way in 

American life. 

The number of Negroes in schools of higher learning has almost doubled in fifteen years. The number of nonwhite professional workers 

has more than doubled in ten years. The median income of Negro college women tonight exceeds that of white college women. And 

there are also the enormous accomplishments of distinguished individual Negroes—many of them graduates of this institution, and one 

of them the first lady ambassador in the history of the United States.5 

These are proud and impressive achievements. But they tell only the story of a growing middle-class minority, steadily narrowing the 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/to-fulfill-these-rights-commencement-address-at-howard-university-3/#ftn4
https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/to-fulfill-these-rights-commencement-address-at-howard-university-3/#ftn5
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gap between them and their white counterparts. 

A Widening Gulf 

But for the great majority of Negro Americans—the poor, the unemployed, the uprooted, and the dispossessed—there is a much 

grimmer story. They still, as we meet here tonight, are another nation. Despite the court orders and the laws, despite the legislative 

victories and the speeches, for them the walls are rising and the gulf is widening. 

Here are some of the facts of this American failure. 

• Thirty-five years ago the rate of unemployment for Negroes and whites was about the same. Tonight the Negro rate is twice 

as high.6 

• In 1948 the 8 percent unemployment rate for Negro teenage boys was actually less than that of whites. By last year that rate 

had grown to 23 percent, as against 13 percent for whites unemployed. 

• Between 1949 and 1959, the income of Negro men relative to white men declined in every section of this country. From 1952 

to 1963 the median income of Negro families compared to white actually dropped from 57 percent to 53 percent.7 

• In the years 1955 through 1957, 22 percent of experienced Negro workers were out of work at some time during the year. In 

1961 through 1963 that proportion had soared to 29 percent. 

• Since 1947 the number of white families living in poverty has decreased 27 percent while the number of poorer nonwhite 

families decreased only 3 percent. 

• The infant mortality of nonwhites in 1940 was 70 percent greater than whites. Twenty-two years later it was 90 percent 

greater. 

• Moreover, the isolation of Negro from white communities is increasing rather than decreasing as Negroes crowd into the 

central cities and become a city within a city. 

Of course Negro Americans as well as white Americans have shared in our rising national abundance. But the harsh fact of the matter 

is that in the battle for true equality too many—far too many—are losing ground every day. 

The Causes of Inequality 

We are not completely sure why this is. We know the causes are complex and subtle. But we do know the two broad basic reasons. 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/to-fulfill-these-rights-commencement-address-at-howard-university-3/#ftn6
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And we do know that we have to act. 

First, Negroes are trapped—as many whites are trapped—in inherited, gateless poverty. They lack training and skills. They are shut in, 

in slums, without decent medical care. Private and public poverty combine to cripple their capacities. 

We are trying to attack these evils through our poverty program, through our education program, through our medical care and our 

other health programs, and a dozen more of the Great Society programs that are aimed at the root causes of this poverty. 

We will increase, and we will accelerate, and we will broaden this attack in years to come until this most enduring of foes finally yields 

to our unyielding will. 

But there is a second cause—much more difficult to explain, more deeply grounded, more desperate in its force. It is the devastating 

heritage of long years of slavery; and a century of oppression, hatred, and injustice. 

Special Nature of Negro Poverty 

For Negro poverty is not white poverty. Many of its causes and many of its cures are the same. But there are differences—deep, 

corrosive, obstinate differences—radiating painful roots into the community, and into the family, and the nature of the individual. 

These differences are not racial differences. They are solely and simply the consequence of ancient brutality, past injustice, and 

present prejudice. They are anguishing to observe. For the Negro they are a constant reminder of oppression. For the white they are a 

constant reminder of guilt. But they must be faced and they must be dealt with and they must be overcome, if we are ever to reach the 

time when the only difference between Negroes and whites is the color of their skin. 

Nor can we find a complete answer in the experience of other American minorities. They made a valiant and a largely successful effort 

to emerge from poverty and prejudice. 

The Negro, like these others, will have to rely mostly upon his own efforts. But he just cannot do it alone. For they did not have the 

heritage of centuries to overcome, and they did not have a cultural tradition which had been twisted and battered by endless years of 

hatred and hopelessness, nor were they excluded—these others—because of race or color—a feeling whose dark intensity is matched 

by no other prejudice in our society. 

Nor can these differences be understood as isolated infirmities. They are a seamless web. They cause each other. They result from 

each other. They reinforce each other. 

Much of the Negro community is buried under a blanket of history and circumstance. It is not a lasting solution to lift just one corner of 

that blanket. We must stand on all sides and we must raise the entire cover if we are to liberate our fellow citizens. 

The Roots of Injustice 

One of the differences is the increased concentration of Negroes in our cities. More than 73 percent of all Negroes live in urban areas 
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compared with less than 70 percent of the whites. Most of these Negroes live in slums. Most of these Negroes live together—a 

separated people. 

Men are shaped by their world. When it is a world of decay, ringed by an invisible wall, when escape is arduous and uncertain, and the 

saving pressures of a more hopeful society are unknown, it can cripple the youth and it can desolate the men. 

There is also the burden that a dark skin can add to the search for a productive place in our society. Unemployment strikes most swiftly 

and broadly at the Negro, and this burden erodes hope. Blighted hope breeds despair. Despair brings indifferences to the learning 

which offers a way out. And despair, coupled with indifferences, is often the source of destructive rebellion against the fabric of society. 

There is also the lacerating hurt of early collision with white hatred or prejudice, distaste or condescension. Other groups have felt 

similar intolerance. But success and achievement could wipe it away. They do not change the color of a man’s skin. I have seen this 

uncomprehending pain in the eyes of the little, young Mexican American schoolchildren that I taught many years ago. But it can be 

overcome. But, for many, the wounds are always open. 

Family Breakdown 

Perhaps most important—its influence radiating to every part of life—is the breakdown of the Negro family structure.8 For this, most of 

all, white America must accept responsibility. It flows from centuries of oppression and persecution of the Negro man. It flows from the 

long years of degradation and discrimination, which have attacked his dignity and assaulted his ability to produce for his family. 

This, too, is not pleasant to look upon. But it must be faced by those whose serious intent is to improve the life of all Americans. 

Only a minority—less than half—of all Negro children reach the age of eighteen having lived all their lives with both of their parents. At 

this moment, tonight, little less than two-thirds are at home with both of their parents. Probably a majority of all Negro children receive 

federally aided public assistance sometime during their childhood. 

The family is the cornerstone of our society. More than any other force it shapes the attitude, the hopes, the ambitions, and the values 

of the child. And when the family collapses it is the children that are usually damaged. When it happens on a massive scale the 

community itself is crippled. 

So, unless we work to strengthen the family, to create conditions under which most parents will stay together—all the rest: schools, and 

playgrounds, and public assistance, and private concern, will never be enough to cut completely the circle of despair and deprivation. 

To Fulfill These Rights 

There is no single easy answer to all of these problems. 

Jobs are part of the answer. They bring the income which permits a man to provide for his family. 

Decent homes in decent surroundings and a chance to learn—an equal chance to learn-are part of the answer. 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/to-fulfill-these-rights-commencement-address-at-howard-university-3/#ftn8


 
 
 

 pg. 13 
 
 
 

Welfare and social programs better designed to hold families together are part of the answer. 

Care for the sick is part of the answer. 

An understanding heart by all Americans is another big part of the answer. 

And to all of these fronts—and a dozen more—I will dedicate the expanding efforts of the Johnson administration. 

But there are other answers that are still to be found. Nor do we fully understand even all of the problems. Therefore, I want to 

announce tonight that this fall I intend to call a White House conference of scholars, and experts, and outstanding Negro leaders—men 

of both races—and officials of government at every level. 

This White House conference’s theme and title will be “To Fulfill These Rights.” 

Its object will be to help the American Negro fulfill the rights which, after the long time of injustice, he is finally about to secure. 

To move beyond opportunity to achievement. 

To shatter forever not only the barriers of law and public practice, but the walls which bound the condition of many by the color of his 

skin. 

To dissolve, as best we can, the antique enmities of the heart which diminish the holder, divide the great democracy, and do wrong—

great wrong—to the children of God. 

And I pledge you tonight that this will be a chief goal of my administration, and of my program next year, and in the years to come. And 

I hope, and I pray, and I believe, it will be a part of the program of all America. 

What Is Justice 

For what is justice? 

It is to fulfill the fair expectations of man. 

Thus, American justice is a very special thing. For, from the first, this has been a land of towering expectations. It was to be a nation 

where each man could be ruled by the common consent of all—enshrined in law, given life by institutions, guided by men themselves 

subject to its rule. And all—all of every station and origin—would be touched equally in obligation and in liberty. 

Beyond the law lay the land. It was a rich land, glowing with more abundant promise than man had ever seen. Here, unlike any place 

yet known, all were to share the harvest. 

And beyond this was the dignity of man. Each could become whatever his qualities of mind and spirit would permit—to strive, to seek, 

and, if he could, to find his happiness. 

This is American justice. We have pursued it faithfully to the edge of our imperfections, and we have failed to find it for the American 

Negro. 
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So, it is the glorious opportunity of this generation to end the one huge wrong of the American Nation and, in so doing, to find America 

for ourselves, with the same immense thrill of discovery which gripped those who first began to realize that here, at last, was a home 

for freedom. 

All it will take is for all of us to understand what this country is and what this country must become. 

The Scripture promises: “I shall light a candle of understanding in thine heart, which shall not be put out.”9 

Together, and with millions more, we can light that candle of understanding in the heart of all America. 

And, once lit, it will never again go out. 

FOOTNOTES 

1. Dr. James M. Nabrit (1900–1997) was president of Howard University and a civil rights attorney. He also served as deputy 
ambassador to the United Nations. 

2. The Civil Rights Acts of 1957 and 1960 sought to protect voting rights. The 1957 act was the first federal civil rights legislation 
since 1875. 

3. Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act on August 6, 1965. 

4. The quotation came from a speech Prime Minister Winston Churchill (1874–1965) gave November 10, 1942, following the 
British victory over German forces at El Alamein during World War II. 

5. Johnson referred to Patricia Harris (1924–1985), a lawyer, professor at Howard University, government official, U.S. 
ambassador to Luxembourg, and secretary of health and human services. 

6. African American unemployment spiked during the Great Depression and then slowly declined, especially during World War 
II. African American unemployment has averaged twice that of whites since the 1950s. See https://www.pewresearch. 
org/fact-tank/2013/08/21/through-good-times-and-bad-black-unemployment-is -consistently-double-that-of-whites/. Among the 
factors affecting African American employment are deficiencies in education, the decreasing use of manpower in southern 
agriculture, the migration of African Americans out of the South and the subsequent shift of manufacturing into the South, 
and, more recently, the shift of the economy at large away from manufacturing. 

7. African Americans’ income grew steadily in these years, but whites’ income grew at a faster rate. Over a longer time (1940–
1990), the income of African American men steadily improved relative to white men. By 1990, African American women had 
nearly erased the income difference with white females. See Thomas Maloney, “African Americans in the Twentieth Century,” 
online at EH.net. Asian Americans’ income is now greater than that of both whites and African Americans. 

8. Johnson based his comments on the Negro family on the work of Daniel Patrick Moynihan, then a U.S. government official. 
See The Negro Family: The Case for National Action (1965), https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/the-negr o-family-
the-case-for-national-action/. Since the end of slavery, African Americans appear to have had a higher incidence of single 
(female) parent families than whites. From 1880 to 1960, however, the rate of single parent African American families was 
stable. From 1960, it increased sharply. See, for example, Steven Ruggles, “The Origins of African American Family 
Structure,” American Sociological Review, 59 (February 1994): 136–151. 
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9. 2 Esdras 14:25. 2 Esdras is placed among the Apocryphal books of the Bible in some Christian traditions. The Apocrypha are 
books whose divine inspiration is in question.
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SUPPLEMENTARY	READING	1:	ELIZABETH	CADY	STANTON,	DECLARATION	OF	SENTIMENTS	|	
JULY	19,	2848	

SOURCE:	https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/declaration-of-sentiments/		
	

When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one portion of the family of man to assume among the people of the 

earth a position different from that which they have hitherto occupied, but one to which the laws of nature and of nature’s God entitle 

them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes that impel them to such a course. 

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 

inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights governments are 

instituted, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed. Whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these 

ends, it is the right of those who suffer from it to refuse allegiance to it, and to insist upon the institution of a new government, laying its 

foundation on such principles, and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and 

happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and 

accordingly all experience hath shown that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by 

abolishing the forms to which they were accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same 

object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism, it is their duty1 to throw off such government, and to provide new 

guards for their future security. Such has been the patient sufferance of the women under this government, and such is now the 

necessity which constrains them to demand the equal station to which they are entitled. 

The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man toward woman, having in direct object the 

establishment of an absolute tyranny over her. To prove this, let facts be submitted to a candid world. 

He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective franchise. 

He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no voice. 

He has withheld from her rights which are given to the most ignorant and degraded men–both natives and foreigners. 

Having deprived her of this first right of a citizen, the elective franchise, thereby leaving her without representation in the halls of 

legislation, he has oppressed her on all sides. 

He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead. 

He has taken from her all right in property, even to the wages she earns. 

He has made her, morally, an irresponsible being, as she can commit many crimes with impunity, provided they be done in the 

presence of her husband. In the covenant of marriage, she is compelled to promise obedience to her husband, he becoming, to all 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/declaration-of-sentiments/
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intents and purposes, her master–the law giving him power to deprive her of her liberty, and to administer chastisement. 

He has so framed the laws of divorce, as to what shall be the proper causes, and in case of separation, to whom the guardianship of 

the children shall be given, as to be wholly regardless of the happiness of women–the law, in all cases, going upon a false supposition 

of the supremacy of man, and giving all power into his hands. 

After depriving her of all rights as a married woman, if single, and the owner of property, he has taxed her to support a government 

which recognizes her only when her property can be made profitable to it. 

He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employments, and from those she is permitted to follow, she receives but a scanty 

remuneration. He closes against her all the avenues to wealth and distinction which he considers most honorable to himself. As a 

teacher of theology, medicine, or law, she is not known. 

He has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education, all colleges being closed against her. 

He allows her in Church, as well as State, but a subordinate position, claiming Apostolic authority for her exclusion from the ministry, 

and, with some exceptions, from any public participation in the affairs of the Church.2 

He has created a false public sentiment by giving to the world a different code of morals for men and women, by which moral 

delinquencies which exclude women from society, are not only tolerated, but deemed of little account in man. 

He has usurped the prerogative of Jehovah himself, claiming it as his right to assign for her a sphere of action, when that belongs to 

her conscience and to her God. 

He has endeavored, in every way that he could, to destroy her confidence in her own powers, to lessen her self-respect, and to make 

her willing to lead a dependent and abject life. 

Now, in view of this entire disfranchisement of one-half the people of this country, their social and religious degradation–in view of the 

unjust laws above mentioned, and because women do feel themselves aggrieved, oppressed, and fraudulently deprived of their most 

sacred rights, we insist that they have immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to them as citizens of the 

United States. 

In entering upon the great work before us, we anticipate no small amount of misconception, misrepresentation, and ridicule; but we 

shall use every instrumentality within our power to effect our object. We shall employ agents, circulate tracts, petition the State and 

National legislatures, and endeavor to enlist the pulpit and the press in our behalf. We hope this Convention will be followed by a series 

of Conventions embracing every part of the country. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. In the Declaration of Independence, this clause is preceded by the words “it is their right,” thus making the claim that the 
colonial resistance movement was both intrinsically motivated (right) and extrinsically oriented (duty). It is unlikely that the 
authors of the Seneca Falls Declaration intended to drop the claim of a “right” to resistance, especially given their later 
emphasis on the rights of women in the list of grievances, but the absence of the clause in the preamble is striking 
nonetheless. 

2. Most Christian denominations denied women the right to serve as ministers either by public teaching or as the officiant 
offering the sacraments of the faith (understood as baptism and communion by most Protestants; the Catholic and Orthodox 
churches recognize additional sacraments, but likewise prohibit women from administering them). Biblical texts used to 
support the exclusion of women from such authoritative positions include 1 Timothy 2:12-15 and 1 Corinthians 14:34-35, both 
of which were written by the Apostle Paul. 
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SUPPLEMENTARY	READING	2:	MARTIN	LUTHER	KING,	JR.,	I	HAVE	A	DREAM	SPEECH|	
AUGUST	28,	1963	

SOURCE:	https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/i-have-a-dream/	
	

Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, signed the Emancipation Proclamation. This 

momentous decree came as a great beacon light of hope to millions of Negro slaves who had been seared in the flames of withering 

injustice. It came as a joyous daybreak to end the long night of their captivity. . . . 

I say to you today, my friends, so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply 

rooted in the American dream. 

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, 

that all men are created equal.” 

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to 

sit down together at the table of brotherhood. 

I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of 

oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice. 

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the 

content of their character. I have a dream today. 

I have a dream that one day down in Alabama, with its vicious racists, . . . one day right there in Alabama little black boys and black 

girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers. I have a dream today. 

I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough places will be made 

plain, and the crooked places will be made straight, and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together. 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/i-have-a-dream/
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This is our hope. . . With this faith we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith we will be able 

to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith we will be able to work 

together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one 

day. . . . 

And when this happens, and when we allow freedom ring, when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from every state and 

every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God’s children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants 

and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual: “Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, 

we are free at last!” 
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SUPPLEMENTARY	READING	3:	BLACK	PANTHER	PARTY,	TEN	POINT	PROGRAM	|	MAY	15,	
1967	

SOURCE:	https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/ten-point-program/	
	

What We Want Now! What We Believe 

To those poor souls who don’t know Black history, the beliefs and desires of the Black Panther party for self-defense may seem 

unreasonable. To Black people, the ten points covered are absolutely essential to survival. We have listened to the riot producing 

words “these things take time” for four hundred years. The Black Panther party knows what Black people want and need. Black unity 

and self-defense will make these demands a reality. 

What We Want 

1. We want freedom. We want power to determine the destiny of our Black Community. 

2. We want full employment for our people. 

3. We want an end to the robbery by the white man of our Black Community. 

4. We want decent housing, fit for shelter of human beings. 

5. We want education for our people that exposes the true nature of this decadent American society. We want education that 

teaches us our true history and our role in the present-day society. 

6. We want all black men to be exempt from military service. 

7. We want an immediate end to police brutality and murder of black people. 

8. We want freedom for all black men held in federal, state, county, and city prisons and jails. 

9. We want all black people when brought to trial to be tried in court by a jury of their peer group or people from their black 

communities, as defined by the Constitution of the United States. 

10. We want land, bread, housing, education, clothing, justice, and peace. And as our major political objective, a United Nations– 

supervised plebiscite to be held throughout the black colony in which only black colonial subjects will be allowed to participate 

for the purpose of determining the will of black people as to their national destiny. 

https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/ten-point-program/
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What We Believe 

1. We believe that black people will not be free until we are able to determine our destiny. 

2. We believe that the federal government is responsible and obligated to give every man employment or a guaranteed income. 

We believe that if the white American businessmen will not give full employment, then the means of production should be 

taken from the businessmen and placed in the community so that the people of the community can organize and employ all of 

its people and give a high standard of living. 

3. We believe that this racist government has robbed us and now we are demanding the overdue debt of forty acres and two 

mules. Forty acres and two mules was promised one hundred years ago as restitution for slave labor and mass murder of 

black people. We will accept the payment as currency which will be distributed to our many communities. The Germans are 

now aiding the Jews in Israel for the genocide of the Jewish people. The Germans murdered six million Jews. The American 

racist has taken part in the slaughter of over twenty million black people; therefore, we feel that this is a modest demand that 

we make. 

4. We believe that if the white landlords will not give decent housing to our black community, then the housing and the land 

should be made into cooperatives so that our community, with government aid, can build and make decent housing for its 

people. 

5. We believe in an educational system that will give to our people a knowledge of self. If a man does not have knowledge of 

himself and his position in society and the world, then he has little chance to relate to anything else. 

6. We believe that Black people should not be forced to fight in the military service to defend a racist government that does not 

protect us. We will not fight and kill other people of color in the world who, like black people, are being victimized by the white 

racist government of America. We will protect ourselves from the force and violence of the racist police and the racist military, 

by whatever means necessary. 

7. We believe we can end police brutality in our black community by organizing black self-defense groups that are dedicated to 

defending our black community from racist police oppression and brutality. The Second Amendment to the Constitution of the 

United States gives a right to bear arms. We therefore believe that all black people should arm themselves for self-defense. 

8. We believe that all black people should be released from the many jails and prisons because they have not received a fair 

and impartial trial. 
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9. We believe that the courts should follow the United States Constitution so that black people will receive fair trials. The 

Fourteenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution gives a man a right to be tried by his peer group. A peer is a person from a 

similar economic, social, religious, geographical, environmental, historical, and racial background. To do this the court will be 

forced to select a jury from the black community from which the black defendant came. We have been, and are being, tried by 

all-white juries that have no understanding of the “average reasoning man” of the black community. 

10. When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have 

connected them with another, and to assume, among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the 

laws of nature and nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare 

the causes which impel them to the separation. 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 

rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. That, to secure these rights, governments are instituted among 

men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed; that, whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these 

ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it, and to institute a new government, laying its foundation on such principles, and 

organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate 

that governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly, all experience hath shown, 

that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are 

accustomed. But, when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object, evinces a design to reduce them 

under absolute despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such government, and to provide new guards for their future 

security. 

	


