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Martin Luther King Jr. Day: 
An American Holiday



2 

 

The Origins and Traditions of  

Martin Luther King Jr. Day
 

Fifteen years after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968, the third Monday 

in January became a national holiday to honor the birthday of the slain civil rights leader. 

A Baptist minister and recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize, King advocated nonviolence 

while leading the Civil Rights Movement during the 1950s and 1960s and famously 

articulated a vision of America wherein every citizen truly had equal rights. Although 

King championed nonviolence, his life was tragically cut short on April 4, 1968 when he 

was shot and killed before a demonstration in Memphis, Tennessee.  

 

Martin Luther King Jr. Day is the only federal holiday that honors a private American 

citizen, and, with the celebration of George Washington’s Birthday and Columbus Day, 

one of just three holidays honoring a specific person. Calls for a holiday to honor King 

began immediately following his death. A 15-year effort on the part of lawmakers and 

civil rights leaders, buoyed by popular support, culminated in 1983 when the US 

Congress passed legislation that officially designated the third Monday in January as a 

federal holiday. However, controversy continued to surround the day, and it was not until 

2000 that every state celebrated a holiday in honor of King. Today, Americans use this 

anniversary not only to pay tribute to one man’s efforts in the cause of equal rights, but 

also to celebrate the Civil Rights Movement as a whole (see next selection).  

 

Martin Luther King Jr. 

 

Martin Luther King Jr. was born in Atlanta, Georgia on January 15, 1929, the second of 

three children to Reverend Martin Luther King Sr. and his wife Alberta. Growing up, 

King Jr. attended Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta, where his grandfather and father 

served as pastors. He graduated from a segregated high school at 15 and entered 

Morehouse College in 1945. Though initially uncertain about whether he wanted to enter 

the ministry, King chose to follow in the footsteps of his father and grandfather and was 

ordained during his senior year of college. He then continued his studies at the Crozer 

Theological Seminary in Pennsylvania, where he was elected class president of the 

majority-white student body and graduated with distinction in 1951. While a doctoral 

student in systematic theology at Boston University, King met Coretta Scott, a music 

student originally from Alabama. The coupled married in 1953 and had four children 

over the next decade: Yolanda, Martin Luther III, Dexter, and Bernice.  

  

As a graduate student, King developed and refined the personal beliefs that would 

guide his leadership of the Civil Rights Movement. The doctrine of the Social Gospel, a 

liberal movement within American Protestantism that applied Christian ethics to social 

problems, became a guiding force in the young minister’s theology. King’s familial 

church, Ebenezer Baptist, emphasized social activism, public service, and charity, and his 

doctoral studies reinforced these teachings. In a 1952 letter to Coretta, King reaffirmed 

his belief in the Social Gospel, writing that he would “hope, work, and pray that in the 

future we will live to see a warless world, a better distribution of wealth, and a 
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brotherhood that transcends race or color. This is the gospel that I will preach to the 

world.”
1
  

 

It was also while studying theology that King first encountered the philosophy of 

Mahatma Gandhi, whose advocacy of nonviolence deeply resonated with him. The Indian 

independence leader’s success in using nonviolent civil disobedience led King to hope 

that the same tactics could work for African Americans in the United States. King 

believed that nonviolent civil disobedience “breaks with any philosophy or system which 

argues that the ends justify the means. It recognizes that the end is pre-existent in the 

means.” Moreover, King argued that nonviolence prevents “discontent from degenerating 

into moral bitterness and hatred,” which “is as harmful to the hater as it is to the hated.”
2
 

While the Social Gospel provided the moral imperative for participation in the Civil 

Rights Movement, Gandhi’s example provided the practical model for King to combat 

racism and disenfranchisement.  

 

Civil Rights Leader 

 

In 1954, King moved to Montgomery, Alabama to become the minister of Dexter Avenue 

Baptist Church, and his commitment to nonviolence faced its first test the following year 

during the Montgomery Bus Boycott. A protest against the city’s segregated public buses 

began when a young African American activist named Rosa Parks was arrested for 

refusing to give her seat to a white passenger. Parks’ act of civil disobedience launched 

the 381-day boycott of public transport, which ended when the US Supreme Court 

declared the city’s segregationist laws unconstitutional. During the strike, King was 

attacked, jailed, and threatened, but remained committed to the principles of nonviolence. 

The Montgomery Bus Boycott proved a major victory for King’s strategy of nonviolent 

resistance and brought the young minister into the national spotlight.  

 

Three years later, King helped to found the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference (SCLC) to coordinate nonviolent civil rights activism. In 1963, King led 

major demonstrations in Birmingham, Alabama to combat segregation and unfair hiring 

practices. Jailed during the protests, King responded to a group of Alabama clergymen 

opposed to the public demonstrations in his “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” by 

emphasizing the values of cooperation and empathy. He argued that all Americans 

benefit from creating a more equal society, writing, “We are caught in an inescapable 

network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, 

affects all indirectly.”
3
 That same year, King led the March on Washington, where he 

delivered his celebrated “I Have a Dream” speech. A year later, King became the 

youngest recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize.  

 

                                                           
1
 The King Encyclopedia, “Social Gospel,” http://mlk-

kpp01.stanford.edu/kingweb/about_king/encyclopedia/social_gospel.html.  
2
 Martin Luther King Jr., “Address to the 53rd NAACP Convention,” Morehouse College, Atlanta, 

Georgia, July 5, 1962, The King Center: Digital Archives, www.thekingcenter.org/archive/document/mlk-

address-naacp-53rd-convention. 
3
 Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” May 1, 1963, The King Center: Digital Archives, 

www.thekingcenter.org/archive/document/letter-birmingham-city-jail-0. See full text, below. 

http://mlk-kpp01.stanford.edu/kingweb/about_king/encyclopedia/social_gospel.html
http://mlk-kpp01.stanford.edu/kingweb/about_king/encyclopedia/social_gospel.html
http://www.thekingcenter.org/archive/document/mlk-address-naacp-53rd-convention
http://www.thekingcenter.org/archive/document/mlk-address-naacp-53rd-convention
http://www.thekingcenter.org/archive/document/letter-birmingham-city-jail-0
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Though King continued to fight racial inequality and injustice, his vocal opposition to 

the Vietnam War in the late 1960s left him estranged from former supporters. On April 4, 

1968, King traveled to Memphis to support a strike of local sanitation workers. While 

standing on the balcony of his hotel, King, then age 39, was shot and killed. 

 

A National Holiday 

 

The effort to commemorate Martin Luther King Jr. with a national holiday began 

immediately after his death. Congressman John Conyers (D-MI) introduced a bill in the 

House of Representatives to create a national holiday in honor of King’s birthday just 

four days after his assassination. The Reverend Ralph Abernathy, King’s successor as 

head of the SCLC, argued that such a holiday would not only pay tribute to King himself, 

but would also honor the achievements of black Americans more broadly: “At no other 

time during the year does this Nation pause to pay respect to the life and work of a black 

man.”
4
 Others argued that such a holiday would signal the support of Americans of all 

races both for King’s work in particular and for the Civil Rights Movement in general. 

 

Though Conyers’ bill was unsuccessful, King’s birthday became an important holiday 

in communities across the country. Many public schools and local governments 

nationwide closed on the day, and civic groups and institutions celebrated the day with 

vigils, marches, and speeches. In 1973, Illinois became the first state to create a holiday 

in observance of King’s birthday, and a number of states soon passed similar legislation. 

Coretta Scott King founded the King Center in Atlanta in 1968 to continue the work of 

her late husband, and the organization became a prominent advocate for establishing a 

national holiday during the 1970s.  

 

 Conyers reintroduced legislation in Congress in 1979 for a federal King holiday, and 

though it garnered more support, the bill still fell five votes short of passing. Opponents 

raised several arguments against the proposal. Many cited fiscal concerns, arguing that 

adding another paid government holiday to the calendar was an unnecessary public 

expense. Others questioned whether King, who never held a public office or served in the 

military, warranted a public holiday alongside George Washington, the only other 

American celebrated with a holiday, at the exclusion of other leaders such as Abraham 

Lincoln and Thomas Jefferson. Finally, some congressional objections to the proposal 

centered on King’s criticism of the Vietnam War and his alleged ties to communism. 

 

Despite these reservations, the proposed holiday continued to gain popular support, 

and the SCLC coordinated a widespread campaign to win congressional votes. In 1981, 

singer Stevie Wonder released the single, “Happy Birthday,” to draw attention to the 

cause, and a petition with over six million signatures in support of a King holiday arrived 

in Washington.
5
 Finally, after a hard-fought battle in the Senate, Congress in 1983 passed 

a bill establishing the third Monday in January as a federal holiday, with its celebration to 

                                                           
4
 “King Holiday Plea Pressed By Abernathy,” The Washington Post, January, 13, 1969, A18.  

5
 To watch Stevie Wonder perform the song, visit www.youtube.com/watch?v=inS9gAgSENE, and read 

the text of the lyrics below. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=inS9gAgSENE
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begin in 1986.
6
 After signing the bill into law, President Ronald Reagan remarked, “Each 

year on Martin Luther King Day, let us not only recall Dr. King, but rededicate ourselves 

to the Commandments he believed in and sought to live every day: Thou shall love thy 

God with all thy heart, and thou shall love thy neighbor as thyself.”
7
 At the same 

ceremony, Coretta Scott King declared, “This is not a black holiday; it is a people’s 

holiday.”
8
  

 

Even after it was recognized by the federal government, the holiday remained 

contested. The decision over whether or not to celebrate the holiday still fell to each state, 

and the 23 states that had not already established holidays in honor of King before 1986 

could decide whether or not to mark the day. In the year 2000, South Carolina became the 

last state to recognize Martin Luther King Jr. Day, 17 years after it became a federal 

holiday. Today, many Americans view the holiday as a time to honor the legacy of King 

through community service, in keeping with the emphasis introduced by the King 

Holiday and Service Act that Congress passed in 1994. The King Center notes that, 

“Martin Luther King Jr. Day is not only for celebration and remembrance, education and 

tribute, but above all a day of service.”  

 

In 2011, a monument to King was unveiled on the National Mall in Washington, DC, 

another tribute to the important legacy of the civil rights leader. President Barack Obama 

emphasized King’s legacy of cooperation and service for the greater good: “We need 

more than ever to take heed of Dr. King’s teachings. He calls on us to stand in the other 

person’s shoes; to see through their eyes; to understand their pain. . . . He also understood 

that to bring about true and lasting change, there must be the possibility of reconciliation; 

that any social movement has to channel this tension through the spirit of love and 

mutuality.”
9
  

                                                           
6
 According to the passed bill, “the amendment […] shall take effect on the first January 1 that occurs after 

the two-year period following the date of the enactment of this Act.”  
7
 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks on Signing the Bill Making the Birthday of Martin Luther King Jr. a National 

Holiday,” November 2, 1983, Washington, DC, The Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, 

www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1983/110283a.htm. For full text, see below.  
8
 Frances Romero, “A Brief History of Martin Luther King Jr. Day,” Time, January 18, 2010, 

www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,1872501,00.html.  
9
 Barack Obama, “Remarks by the President at the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Dedication,” October 

16, 2011, Washington, DC, www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2011/10/16/remarks-president-martin-

luther-king-jr-memorial-dedication. For full text, see selection below. 

http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1983/110283a.htm
http://www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,1872501,00.html
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2011/10/16/remarks-president-martin-luther-king-jr-memorial-dedication
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2011/10/16/remarks-president-martin-luther-king-jr-memorial-dedication
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A Brief History of the Civil Rights Movement 
 

Although the third Monday in January commemorates the birthday of Martin Luther King 

Jr., the holiday also celebrates the broader Civil Rights Movement and the many 

individuals who helped combat the discriminatory social and legal system that, until the 

late twentieth century, denied African American citizens their equal rights.  

 

Early History 

 

Although we generally focus on the Civil Rights Movement that began in the 1950s and 

1960s, the African American struggle for liberty and equality began much earlier, well 

before the Civil War. The system of chattel slavery that took hold in the Americas within 

a year of Christopher Columbus’s landing perpetually enslaved Africans, deprived them 

of basic human rights, and created an entrenched racial hierarchy. Throughout the 

colonial and antebellum eras, enslaved Africans defied this dehumanizing and violent 

system, often through acts of passive resistance that lessened the profits of slave-owners. 

But there were also overt acts of resistance, such as the slave revolts of 1822 led by 

Denmark Vesey (c.1767–1822) and of 1831 led by Nat Turner (1800–31). The 

Underground Railroad, a network of black and white antislavery advocates, helped slaves 

escape and travel to free states in the North. Whether remembered by name or not, 

enslaved and free African Americans asserted their dignity through acts of passive and 

explicit defiance and the formation of strong, independent communities. 

 

One of the most famous spokesmen for the abolition of slavery and equal rights for 

African Americans was Frederick Douglass (1818–95). Born as a slave in Maryland, 

Douglass taught himself to read and write, and as a young man, escaped his abusive 

master and settled in the North. Douglass soon became involved in the abolitionist 

movement and after meeting William Lloyd Garrison (1805–79), became an antislavery 

lecturer and contributor to abolitionist newspapers. Some white critics doubted 

Douglass’s account of his enslavement and escape, not believing that a self-taught, 

former slave could be so eloquent. In response to these skeptics, Douglass wrote an 

autobiography, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave (1845) 

which remains one of the most powerful and moving works about the evils of slavery and 

the reality of life for black Americans in the nineteenth century. (Douglass would go on 

to write two more autobiographies: My Bondage and My Freedom [1855] and Life and 

Times of Frederick Douglass [1881].)  

 

The advocacy of abolitionists like Douglass and Garrison contributed to the end of 

slavery during and following the Civil War. Together, the Emancipation Proclamation 

(1863), as well as the Thirteenth (1865), Fourteenth (1868), and Fifteenth (1870) 

Amendments to the Constitution abolished slavery and declared that American 

citizenship and the right to vote could not be restricted on the basis of race.  

 

In spite of the abolition of slavery and these constitutional changes, widespread 

discrimination and segregation persisted. Known as Jim Crow, this system of state and 

local laws, particularly in the former slave states of the American South, widely denied 
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African Americans the right to vote, prevented them from accessing education and 

employment opportunities, and restricted the use of public facilities and transportation on 

the basis of race. African Americans still lacked the rights of citizenship afforded to 

white Americans and lived in highly segregated, underserved communities.  

 

During the early twentieth century, African American leaders responded in different 

ways to the continuing legal entrenchment of racial hierarchy through the Jim Crow 

system. Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) was the most well-known African American 

thinker and educator in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Washington was 

a member of the last generation of enslaved African Americans, born in Virginia ten 

years before the conclusion of the Civil War. Aware of the social and political realities of 

the Jim Crow South, Washington sought to promote racial progress apolitically, via black 

self-improvement obtained through education and the habits of self-command, avoiding 

actively antagonizing white leaders.  

 

Washington’s philosophy, often called by others “racial accommodation” because it 

sought to elevate African Americans within existing segregated arrangements, 

increasingly drew criticism in the early twentieth century. Other African American 

leaders, particularly W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963), voiced criticism of Washington’s 

apolitical approach and his willingness to accept white hegemony. The first African 

American to earn a Ph.D. at Harvard University, Du Bois demanded that black and white 

citizens be afforded equal rights and sought to combat the racist system on which 

disenfranchisement rested. Du Bois helped found the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), which became the most influential and 

powerful African American advocacy group during the early twentieth century, and he 

remained the editor of its newspaper, The Crisis.
10

  

 

The Civil Rights Movement 

 

With the founding of the NAACP in 1909, a more formal struggle for civil rights that 

coordinated political, social, and legal resistance to Jim Crow began. The NAACP 

advocated for the right of African Americans to serve in the US military during World 

War I and began to coordinate and fund legal challenges to Jim Crow laws. Between the 

First and Second World Wars, the NAACP challenged laws across the country that 

denied African Americans their full rights of citizenship and sought federal legislation to 

protect against lynching, establishing the Legal Defense Fund in 1939 for this express 

purpose.  

 

The three decades following World War II, often known as the Civil Rights Era, 

witnessed dramatic changes in American political and social culture. In addition to the 

                                                           
10

 For more on Douglass, Washington, and Du Bois, see the following selections in your copy of What So 

Proudly We Hail: Frederick Douglass, “The Last Flogging” (240) and “Why Should a Colored Man 

Enlist?” (511); Booker T. Washington, “Democracy and Education” (516); and W. E. B. Du Bois, “The 

Talented Tenth” (525). See also selections by Douglass (“The Civil Rights Case”) and Du Bois (“On Being 

Crazy” and “Of the Coming of John”) below.  
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NAACP, numerous other groups emerged to fight for equal rights for African Americans. 

Their efforts, along with the bravery and dedication of countless individuals, helped 

strike down laws that enforced segregation and discrimination, and inspired the passage 

of new legislation that afforded greater protection to African American citizens. 

 

Exploiting the hypocrisy of asking African Americans to give their lives in the 

service of their county while segregating their units, the Legal Defense Fund secured the 

desegregation of the Armed Services in 1948. Their success in desegregating public 

spaces and services continued in the landmark Supreme Court decision, Brown v. Board 

of Education in 1954, argued by Thurgood Marshall, who would later become the first 

African American Supreme Court Justice. The court ruled that the guiding principle of 

segregation—separate but equal—was unconstitutional, and it ordered the integration of 

schools across the country.
11

  

 

The court’s decision was enforced, and schools were integrated despite local 

resistance across the South. In 1957, the Governor of Arkansas Orval Faubus (1910–54) 

ordered the National Guard to bar nine black students from attending the formerly all-

white Central High School in Little Rock, in defiance of the Supreme Court’s ruling. In 

response, President Dwight D. Eisenhower deployed federal troops to accompany the 

students and enforce integration.
12

 In the early 1960s, there were several more instances 

of conflict when black students trying to enter formerly white universities faced armed 

opposition and required the protection of federal troops. 

 

Other African American individuals and groups used nonviolent protests and civil 

disobedience to fight discrimination. On December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks, a black 

seamstress and secretary of the local chapter of the NAACP, refused to give up her seat 

for a white man on a bus in Montgomery, Alabama, and was arrested, tried, and fined. 

Parks’ act inspired the Montgomery Bus Boycott, during which tens of thousands of 

black residents refused to use the bus system in Montgomery. The protest lasted for 381 

days, until the Supreme Court ruled that the segregation of public transit systems was 

unconstitutional.  

 

The Montgomery Bus Boycott inspired similar acts of collective civil disobedience to 

challenge discriminatory local laws. Four black students in Greensboro, North Carolina 

staged a sit-in at a Woolworth’s lunch counter that only served whites. Their protest soon 

gained the support of hundreds of other students, both black and white, in Greensboro, 

and it sparked similar protests against segregated restaurants and commercial spaces. 

Widespread news coverage and the economic toll of the demonstrations forced 

businesses across the South to begin integrating in the summer of 1960.  

 

Encouraged by the success of the sit-ins, students founded the Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee (SNCC), which organized student nonviolent protests against 

                                                           
11

 See the text of Chief Justice Earl Warren’s opinion in Brown below. 
12

 The text of President Eisenhower’s speech to the nation explaining his action appears as a later selection 

in this chapter. To watch the videotape of his speech, see http://whitehouse.c-

span.org/Video/SignificantEvents/WHSE23.aspx.  

http://whitehouse.c-span.org/Video/SignificantEvents/WHSE23.aspx
http://whitehouse.c-span.org/Video/SignificantEvents/WHSE23.aspx
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discrimination and segregation. SNCC, along with the Congress of Racial Equality 

(CORE), initiated “Freedom Rides,” in which black and white activists rode buses 

through the South to test the 1960 Supreme Court ruling that interstate transport could not 

be segregated. Their efforts faced violent opposition; many of the students were attacked, 

beaten, and jailed. 

 

Outside volunteers were far from the only victims of racial violence. In one of the 

most horrific acts of brutality, the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, 

Alabama, a common meeting place for local civil rights leaders, was bombed on 

September 15, 1963. The explosion early on a Sunday morning killed four young girls—

Addie Mae Collins (age 14), Denise McNair (age 11), Carole Robertson (age 14), and 

Cynthia Wesley (age 14)—and injured many others.
13

  

 

In addition to desegregation, voter registration became an important goal for the Civil 

Rights Movement. Across the South, African Americans largely remained 

disenfranchised through poll taxes, literacy tests, and other onerous requirements 

intended to prevent them from voting. In 1961, several national civil rights organizations 

began coordinating with African American community leaders to begin registering black 

voters. The united efforts of the NAACP, SNCC, CORE, and the Southern Christian 

Leadership Conference (SCLC) intensified in the summer of 1964, known as the 

Mississippi Freedom Summer, during which student volunteers, most of whom were 

white, registered black voters across Mississippi. Their efforts encountered fierce and 

often violent opposition from local whites and resulted in the deaths of at least three 

volunteers, as well as social and economic repercussions for African Americans who 

tried to register to vote.  

 

 Movement organizers also used widely publicized marches to draw national attention 

to the political and social inequalities faced by African Americans and to increase public 

support for the Movement’s efforts. The famous March on Washington in August of 1963 

attracted more than 200,000 protesters, who gathered at the Lincoln Memorial to hear 

Martin Luther King Jr. deliver his “I Have a Dream” speech. King also helped to 

organize another important march two years later, the 1965 March from Selma to 

Montgomery, which called for equal voting rights.
14

 Media coverage of the campaigns 

and public outrage over racial violence strengthened national support for the Civil Rights 

Movement and put pressure on the federal government to offer greater protection for the 

rights of black citizens.  

 

In response, Congress passed two landmark pieces of legislation: the Civil Rights Act 

(1964) and the Voting Rights Act (1965). First proposed by President John F. Kennedy 

and signed into law after his death by President Lyndon B. Johnson, the Civil Rights Act 

broadly prohibited discrimination on the basis of race, color, sex, religion, or national 

origin and invalidated any state or local laws that had previously enforced discriminatory 

practices. The Voting Rights Act disallowed the numerous restrictions on voting rights 

                                                           
13

 The eulogy for the martyred children delivered by King appears later in this anthology. 
14

 A photograph of the marchers adorns the cover of this volume. For more information on the march and 

the photo, see “About the Cover,” below. 
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that localities had used to exclude African Americans from the franchise. Together, these 

pieces of legislation solidified the efforts of grassroots organizations and individuals who 

fought to end segregation, disenfranchisement, and segregation.
15

 

 

With the political rights of blacks protected by federal law, African American leaders 

began to shift their focus to other social and economic issues, such as increasing 

employment and housing opportunities. Many black communities, especially those 

outside the South, remained angered by persistent social and economic inequality, a 

feeling perhaps most clearly expressed in the Watts Riots, which broke out in Los 

Angeles in 1965. Six days of rioting injured more than a thousand people and resulted in 

several thousand arrests. King became a vocal opponent of the continuing social and 

economic inequality, and following his assassination in 1968, riots again broke out in 

cities across the country. In response, Congress passed the final major piece of civil rights 

legislation, the Civil Rights Act of 1968. Commonly known as the Fair Housing Act, this 

law offered greater protection against discrimination for Americans of all races, genders, 

nationalities, and religions in their efforts to rent, own, and finance their homes.  

 

The Rise of Black Power 

 

Even before King’s death, dissatisfaction and frustration over persistent social and 

economic inequalities led to factions within the Civil Rights Movement. The most 

influential figure for a more militant brand of black activism was Malcolm X (born 

Malcolm Little; 1925–65). Little converted to the Nation of Islam, a religious group that 

inflected Islam with teachings of black supremacy, and took the surname “X” to signify 

that while he would never know his true African ancestry, he had “replaced the white 

slavemaster name of ‘Little.’” Malcolm X rose quickly through the ranks of the Nation of 

Islam and became one of the group’s most vocal and visible spokesmen in the late 1950s 

and early 1960s, advocating the separation of black communities from mainstream white 

society.  

 

In March 1964, Malcolm X announced his break with the Nation of Islam. After 

returning from a pilgrimage to Mecca, he adopted radically different ideas. He began 

practicing Sunni Islam, and came to see the faith as a religion of racial unity and equality. 

Malcolm X was assassinated by members of the Nation of Islam in 1965, but his 

posthumous autobiography became extremely influential.  

 

Other black leaders began to question the Movement’s commitment to nonviolence 

and its goal of integration and found a new direction in the ideology of “Black Power” 

expressed by Malcolm X. Stokely Carmichael (1941–98), who became head of the SNCC 

in 1966, challenged the philosophy of nonviolence by responding to white violence with 

an equal show of force, and argued that blacks should focus on economic and cultural 

independence rather than integration into white society. Another group influenced by the 

teachings of Malcolm X, the Black Panther Party, formed in Oakland, California in 1966 
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by Huey Newton (1942–89) and Bobby Seale (b. 1937), espoused more militant views 

and advocated Black Nationalism, a belief in establishing the independence of African 

American communities to combat the economic plight and racism they faced. Although 

the Black Power movement eventually became publicly quiescent, the ideas and example 

of Malcolm X still command considerable attention in African American communities 

and on college campuses. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The establishment of the national holiday in honor of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1983 

reflects the struggles of many individuals to achieve equal rights for African Americans. 

The holiday has become a symbol of a movement that is much larger than one leader and 

includes the work of generations of Americans. By setting aside the third Monday in 

January, we not only honor the memory of King, but also pay tribute to the Americans 

who resisted slavery, battled Jim Crow and racism, and struggled to secure equal rights 

for all Americans.  
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 On the Situation in Little Rock:  

A Radio and Television Address to the American People
 

DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER 

 
In September 1957, nine black students attempted to enroll in the previously all-white 

Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, under the terms of an approved 

desegregation plan following the Supreme Court’s 1954 and 1955 decisions declaring 

racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional and ordering their desegregation 

with all deliberate speed. Arkansas governor Orval Faubus first called out the Arkansas 

National Guard to prevent the students from entering the school, and later reneged on a 

promise to President Dwight D. Eisenhower (1890–1969) that he would thereafter keep 

the Guard at the school to maintain order so that the students might peacefully enroll. 

But with the National Guard withdrawn, a large riot broke out when the nine students 

entered the school, and the mayor of Little Rock called upon President Eisenhower to 

intervene. Eisenhower faced an extremely difficult decision: he felt obliged to uphold 

federal law, but he also worried about interfering with state and local law enforcement 

and especially about causing bloody violence on the streets of Little Rock, with the 

federal government attacking its own citizens. Yet he boldly chose to place the Arkansas 

National Guard under federal authority and sent in 1,000 US Army paratroopers to assist 

the Guard in maintaining order. His risky venture succeeded, and the students enrolled 

without further trouble. This is the text of the speech that he gave to the nation to explain 

his decision.
16

  

 

It is difficult today, when the federal government is intimately involved in so much of 

our lives, to appreciate the unprecedented character of President Eisenhower’s decision 

to send federal troops into one of the states. How does he justify his action? How does he 

appeal for the listeners’ sympathy and support? What legitimate constitutional power is 

Eisenhower claiming to exercise? What do you think of his argument regarding the duty 

to obey the law, regardless of whether one agrees with it? Why does Eisenhower not 

make an argument about whether the desegregation decision was right and good? At the 

very end of the speech Eisenhower speaks about “liberty and justice for all”: what is the 

connection between obeying the law—whatever we think about its rightness—and liberty 

and justice? 

 
Good Evening, My Fellow Citizens:  

 

For a few minutes this evening I want to speak to you about the serious situation that 

has arisen in Little Rock. To make this talk I have come to the President’s office in the 

White House. I could have spoken from Rhode Island, where I have been staying 

recently, but I felt that, in speaking from the house of Lincoln, of Jackson and of Wilson, 

my words would better convey both the sadness I feel in the action I was compelled today 
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to take and the firmness with which I intend to pursue this course until the orders of the 

Federal Court at Little Rock can be executed without unlawful interference.  

 

In that city, under the leadership of demagogic extremists, disorderly mobs have 

deliberately prevented the carrying out of proper orders from a Federal Court. Local 

authorities have not eliminated that violent opposition and, under the law, I yesterday 

issued a Proclamation calling upon the mob to disperse.  

 

This morning the mob again gathered in front of the Central High School of Little 

Rock, obviously for the purpose of again preventing the carrying out of the Court’s order 

relating to the admission of Negro children to that school.  

 

Whenever normal agencies prove inadequate to the task and it becomes necessary for 

the Executive Branch of the Federal Government to use its powers and authority to 

uphold Federal Courts, the President’s responsibility is inescapable.  

 

In accordance with that responsibility, I have today issued an Executive Order 

directing the use of troops under Federal authority to aid in the execution of Federal law 

at Little Rock, Arkansas. This became necessary when my Proclamation of yesterday was 

not observed, and the obstruction of justice still continues.  

 

It is important that the reasons for my action be understood by all our citizens.  

 

As you know, the Supreme Court of the United States has decided that separate 

public educational facilities for the races are inherently unequal and therefore compulsory 

school segregation laws are unconstitutional.  

 

Our personal opinions about the decision have no bearing on the matter of 

enforcement; the responsibility and authority of the Supreme Court to interpret the 

Constitution are very clear. Local Federal Courts were instructed by the Supreme Court 

to issue such orders and decrees as might be necessary to achieve admission to public 

schools without regard to race—and with all deliberate speed.  

 

During the past several years, many communities in our Southern States have 

instituted public school plans for gradual progress in the enrollment and attendance of 

school children of all races in order to bring themselves into compliance with the law of 

the land.  

 

They thus demonstrated to the world that we are a nation in which laws, not men, are 

supreme.  

 

I regret to say that this truth—the cornerstone of our liberties—was not observed in 

this instance.  

 

It was my hope that this localized situation would be brought under control by city 

and state authorities. If the use of local police powers had been sufficient, our traditional 
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method of leaving the problems in those hands would have been pursued. But when large 

gatherings of obstructionists made it impossible for the decrees of the Court to be carried 

out, both the law and the national interest demanded that the President take action.  

 

Here is the sequence of events in the development of the Little Rock school case.  

 

In May of 1955, the Little Rock School Board approved a moderate plan for the 

gradual desegregation of the public schools in that city. It provided that a start toward 

integration would be made at the present term in the high school, and that the plan would 

be in full operation by 1963. Here I might say that in a number of communities in 

Arkansas integration in the schools has already started and without violence of any kind. 

Now this Little Rock plan was challenged in the courts by some who believed that the 

period of time as proposed in the plan was too long.  

 

The United States Court at Little Rock, which has supervisory responsibility under 

the law for the plan of desegregation in the public schools, dismissed the challenge, thus 

approving a gradual rather than an abrupt change from the existing system. The court 

found that the school board had acted in good faith in planning for a public school system 

free from racial discrimination.  

 

Since that time, the court has on three separate occasions issued orders directing that 

the plan be carried out. All persons were instructed to refrain from interfering with the 

efforts of the school board to comply with the law.  

 

Proper and sensible observance of the law then demanded the respectful obedience 

which the nation has a right to expect from all its people. This, unfortunately, has not 

been the case at Little Rock. Certain misguided persons, many of them imported into 

Little Rock by agitators, have insisted upon defying the law and have sought to bring it 

into disrepute. The orders of the court have thus been frustrated.  

 

The very basis of our individual rights and freedoms rests upon the certainty that the 

President and the Executive Branch of Government will support and insure the carrying 

out of the decisions of the Federal Courts, even, when necessary with all the means at the 

President’s command.  

 

Unless the President did so, anarchy would result.  

 

There would be no security for any except that which each one of us could provide 

for himself.  

 

The interest of the nation in the proper fulfillment of the law’s requirements cannot 

yield to opposition and demonstrations by some few persons.  

 

Mob rule cannot be allowed to override the decisions of our courts.  

 



Dwight D. Eisenhower, “On the Situation in Little Rock” 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

15 

 

Now, let me make it very clear that Federal troops are not being used to relieve local 

and state authorities of their primary duty to preserve the peace and order of the 

community. Nor are the troops there for the purpose of taking over the responsibility of 

the School Board and the other responsible local officials in running Central High 

School. The running of our school system and the maintenance of peace and order in each 

of our States are strictly local affairs and the Federal Government does not interfere 

except in a very few special cases and when requested by one of the several States. In the 

present case the troops are there, pursuant to law, solely for the purpose of preventing 

interference with the orders of the Court.  

 

The proper use of the powers of the Executive Branch to enforce the orders of a 

Federal Court is limited to extraordinary and compelling circumstances. Manifestly, such 

an extreme situation has been created in Little Rock. This challenge must be met and with 

such measures as will preserve to the people as a whole their lawfully-protected rights in 

a climate permitting their free and fair exercise.  

 

The overwhelming majority of our people in every section of the country are united in 

their respect for observance of the law—even in those cases where they may disagree 

with that law.  

 

They deplore the call of extremists to violence.  

 

The decision of the Supreme Court concerning school integration, of course, affects 

the South more seriously than it does other sections of the country. In that region I have 

many warm friends, some of them in the city of Little Rock. I have deemed it a great 

personal privilege to spend in our Southland tours of duty while in the military service 

and enjoyable recreational periods since that time.  

 

So from intimate personal knowledge, I know that the overwhelming majority of the 

people in the South—including those of Arkansas and of Little Rock—are of good will, 

united in their efforts to preserve and respect the law even when they disagree with it.  

 

They do not sympathize with mob rule. They, like the rest of our nation, have proved 

in two great wars their readiness to sacrifice for America.  

 

A foundation of our American way of life is our national respect for law.  

 

In the South, as elsewhere, citizens are keenly aware of the tremendous disservice 

that has been done to the people of Arkansas in the eyes of the nation, and that has been 

done to the nation in the eyes of the world.  

 

At a time when we face grave situations abroad because of the hatred that 

Communism bears toward a system of government based on human rights, it would be 

difficult to exaggerate the harm that is being done to the prestige and influence, and 

indeed to the safety, of our nation and the world.  
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Our enemies are gloating over this incident and using it everywhere to misrepresent 

our whole nation. We are portrayed as a violator of those standards of conduct which the 

peoples of the world united to proclaim in the Charter of the United Nations. There they 

affirmed “faith in fundamental human rights” and “in the dignity and worth of the human 

person” and they did so “without distinction as to race, sex, language or religion.”  

 

And so, with deep confidence, I call upon the citizens of the State of Arkansas to 

assist in bringing to an immediate end all interference with the law and its processes. If 

resistance to the Federal Court orders ceases at once, the further presence of Federal 

troops will be unnecessary and the City of Little Rock will return to its normal habits of 

peace and order and a blot upon the fair name and high honor of our nation in the world 

will be removed.  

 

Thus will be restored the image of America and of all its parts as one nation, 

indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.  

 

Good night, and thank you very much. 
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 To Fulfill These Rights:  

Commencement Address at Howard University 
 

LYNDON B. JOHNSON 

 
As the Civil Rights Movement was gathering steam and gaining supporters, things were 

also changing in Washington, DC. In 1964, taking advantage of the nation’s moral mood 

following the “Great March on Washington” in August 1963 and the assassination of 

President John F. Kennedy three months later, President Lyndon Baines Johnson (1908–

73) helped push through the first Civil Rights Act in almost 90 years, outlawing 

discrimination on the basis of race, religion, ethnicity, or sex in all public 

accommodations in the United States. The following year, Congress passed Johnson’s 

Voting Rights Act that required every state to abolish all practices that would “deny or 

abridge the right of any citizen of the United States to vote on account of race or color.” 

On June 4, 1965, while the Voting Rights bill was still pending in the House of 

Representatives, Johnson delivered this commencement address at Howard University in 

Washington, DC. In it, Johnson sets forth a new national vision for fulfilling the promise 

of America for its Negro citizens. What is Johnson’s vision? Why is freedom “not 

enough”? What does Johnson mean by “equality”? What would it take to achieve it? 

Might achieving it compromise freedom, at least for some? To what extent is this to be a 

task for the federal government? Can government welfare programs help to alleviate 

family breakdown, or might they unintentionally make matters worse?
17

 

 
Dr. Nabrit, 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. 

                                                           
17

 For a video recording of the speech, see http://millercenter.org/president/speeches/detail/3387.  

http://millercenter.org/president/speeches/detail/3387


MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. DAY: AN AMERICAN HOLIDAY 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

18 

 

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, 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. 

 

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.” 

 

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. 
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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 15 years. 

The number of nonwhite professional workers has more than doubled in 10 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.
18

 

 

These are proud and impressive achievements. But they tell only the story of a 

growing middle class minority, steadily narrowing the 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. 

 

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. 
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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. 

 

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. 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. 
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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 can not 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 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 
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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. 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 18 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. 

 

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. 
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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.” 

 

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. 
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Happy Birthday 
 

STEVIE WONDER 

 
In 1981, the immensely talented and popular American singer and songwriter known on 

stage as Stevie Wonder (born in 1950 as Stevland Hardaway Judkins; he changed his 

surname to Morris) wrote and released this song in protest against the opposition to 

having a national holiday in honor of Martin Luther King Jr. Its popularity here and 

abroad helped rally many supporters to the cause, and two years later Congress enacted 

the necessary legislation.  

 

The song is of interest to us here because of the reasons Stevie Wonder adduces to 

honor King. Gathering evidence from each stanza, what are the reasons Wonder gives 

for why there should be a celebration of King’s birthday? What, according to the song, is 

the special contribution for which King should be so honored? Do you think that these 

reasons add up to a defense of a specifically American holiday, rather than a universal 

human one? Do we—and should we—celebrate King as an apostle of peace and love, 

rather than, say, of freedom and equality?  

 

To watch Stevie Wonder perform the song, visit 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=inS9gAgSENE.  

 
Read the lyrics here: 

http://books.google.com/books?id=u9gDAAAAMBAJ&lpg=PA1&pg=PA70#v=onepage

&q&f=false.  

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=inS9gAgSENE
http://books.google.com/books?id=u9gDAAAAMBAJ&lpg=PA1&pg=PA70#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=u9gDAAAAMBAJ&lpg=PA1&pg=PA70#v=onepage&q&f=false
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Remarks on Signing the Bill  

Making the Birthday of Martin Luther King Jr.  

a National Holiday
 

RONALD REAGAN 

 
On November 2, 1983, President Ronald Reagan (1911–2004) offered the following 

remarks on the occasion of his signing of the legislation that officially proclaimed the 

third Monday in January a federal holiday in honor of the birthday of Martin Luther 

King Jr. For what particular things does President Reagan say we should honor King? 

Which do you think are most important? How, according to the speech, should we 

properly honor him? What is the connection between the biblical commandments (love of 

God and love of neighbor) and the American promise, “Let freedom ring”? What is 

meant by—and what do you think of—Mrs. King’s suggestion that our national goal is to 

“create the love community”?
19

 

 
Mrs. King, members of the King family, distinguished Members of the Congress, ladies 

and gentlemen, honored guests, I’m very pleased to welcome you to the White House, the 

home that belongs to all of us, the American people. 

 

When I was thinking of the contributions to our country of the man that we’re 

honoring today, a passage attributed to the American poet John Greenleaf Whittier comes 

to mind. “Each crisis brings its word and deed.’’ In America, in the fifties and sixties, one 

of the important crises we faced was racial discrimination. The man whose words and 

deeds in that crisis stirred our nation to the very depths of its soul was Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr. 

 

Martin Luther King was born in 1929 in an America where, because of the color of 

their skin, nearly 1 in 10 lived lives that were separate and unequal. Most black 

Americans were taught in segregated schools. Across the country, too many could find 

only poor jobs, toiling for low wages. They were refused entry into hotels and 

restaurants, made to use separate facilities. In a nation that proclaimed liberty and justice 

for all, too many black Americans were living with neither. 

 

In one city, a rule required all blacks to sit in the rear of public buses. But in 1955, 

when a brave woman named Rosa Parks was told to move to the back of the bus, she 

said, “No.’’ A young minister in a local Baptist church, Martin Luther King, then 

organized a boycott of the bus company—a boycott that stunned the country. Within 6 

months the courts had ruled the segregation of public transportation unconstitutional. 

 

Dr. King had awakened something strong and true, a sense that true justice must be 

colorblind, and that among white and black Americans, as he put it, “Their destiny is tied 

                                                           
19

 To watch a recording of the address, see http://millercenter.org/president/speeches/detail/5455.  

http://millercenter.org/president/speeches/detail/5455


Ronald Reagan, Remarks on Signing the Bill Making King’s Birthday a National Holiday 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

27 

 

up with our destiny, and their freedom is inextricably bound to our freedom; we cannot 

walk alone.” 

 

In the years after the bus boycott, Dr. King made equality of rights his life’s work. 

Across the country, he organized boycotts, rallies, and marches. Often he was beaten, 

imprisoned, but he never stopped teaching nonviolence. “Work with the faith,” he told his 

followers, “that unearned suffering is redemptive.” In 1964 Dr. King became the 

youngest man in history to win the Nobel Peace Prize. 

 

Dr. King’s work brought him to this city often. And in one sweltering August day in 

1963, he addressed a quarter of a million people at the Lincoln Memorial. If American 

history grows from two centuries to twenty, his words that day will never be forgotten. “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.” 

 

In 1968 Martin Luther King was gunned down by a brutal assassin, his life cut short 

at the age of 39. But those 39 short years had changed America forever. The Civil Rights 

Act of 1964 had guaranteed all Americans equal use of public accommodations, equal 

access to programs financed by Federal funds, and the right to compete for employment 

on the sole basis of individual merit. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 had made certain 

that from then on black Americans would get to vote. But most important, there was not 

just a change of law; there was a change of heart. The conscience of America had been 

touched. Across the land, people had begun to treat each other not as blacks and whites, 

but as fellow Americans. 

 

And since Dr. King’s death, his father, the Reverend Martin Luther King Sr., and his 

wife, Coretta King, have eloquently and forcefully carried on his work. Also his family 

have joined in that cause. 

 

Now our nation has decided to honor Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., by setting aside a 

day each year to remember him and the just cause he stood for. We’ve made historic 

strides since Rosa Parks refused to go to the back of the bus. As a democratic people, we 

can take pride in the knowledge that we Americans recognized a grave injustice and took 

action to correct it. And we should remember that in far too many countries, people like 

Dr. King never have the opportunity to speak out at all. 

 

But traces of bigotry still mar America. So, each year on Martin Luther King Day, let 

us not only recall Dr. King, but rededicate ourselves to the Commandments he believed 

in and sought to live every day: Thou shall love thy God with all thy heart, and thou shall 

love thy neighbor as thyself. And I just have to believe that all of us—if all of us, young 

and old, Republicans and Democrats, do all we can to live up to those Commandments, 

then we will see the day when Dr. King’s dream comes true, and in his words, “All of 

God’s children will be able to sing with new meaning, ‘. . . land where my fathers died, 

land of the pilgrim’s pride, from every mountainside, let freedom ring.’” 

 

Thank you, God bless you, and I will sign it. 
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Mrs. Coretta King, Dr. King’s widow, offered the following response: 

 

Thank you, Mr. President, Vice President Bush, Majority Leader Baker and the 

distinguished congressional and senatorial delegations, and other representatives who’ve 

gathered here, and friends. 

 

All right-thinking people, all right-thinking Americans are joined in spirit with us this 

day as the highest recognition which this nation gives is bestowed upon Martin Luther 

King Jr., one who also was the recipient of the highest recognition which the world 

bestows, the Nobel Peace Prize. 

 

In his own life’s example, he symbolized what was right about America, what was 

noblest and best, what human beings have pursued since the beginning of history. He 

loved unconditionally. He was in constant pursuit of truth, and when he discovered it, he 

embraced it. His nonviolent campaigns brought about redemption, reconciliation, and 

justice. He taught us that only peaceful means can bring about peaceful ends, that our 

goal was to create the love community. 

 

America is a more democratic nation, a more just nation, a more peaceful nation 

because Martin Luther King Jr. became her preeminent nonviolent commander. 

 

Martin Luther King Jr. and his spirit live within all of us. Thank God for the blessing 

of his life and his leadership and his commitment. What manner of man was this? May 

we make ourselves worthy to carry on his dream and create the love community. Thank 

you. 
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Remarks on Signing the  

King Holiday and Service Act
 

WILLIAM JEFFERSON CLINTON 

 
The establishment of the national holiday in honor of Martin Luther King Jr. was 

followed by further deliberations about how best to honor King’s memory. Accepting the 

recommendations of the King Holiday Commission, Congress passed the King Holiday 

and Service Act of 1994 (coauthored by Senator Harris Wofford of Pennsylvania and 

Congressman John Lewis of Georgia), which, among other things, encouraged the 

practice of community service on King’s birthday holiday, and authorized the 

Corporation for National and Community Service to fund opportunities to do so. This 

selection contains the relevant excerpts from the signing speech made by President 

William Jefferson Clinton (b. 1946) on August 23, 1994.
20

  

 

Compare the language of President Clinton with that of President Reagan (see 

previous selection), in describing King and his legacy. (Notice that the word “love” does 

not occur here.) How does President Clinton make the case for the relevance of 

community service to honoring King? To American citizenship? What is the purpose of 

community service, and for whose benefit is it undertaken? What does it mean for us “to 

serve”? Can its purposes be accomplished by “a day on,” that is, by one day of service? 

 
The King Holiday and Service Act of 1994 . . . combines for the very first time our 

national holiday in honor of Dr. King with a national day of service. Nothing could be 

more appropriate, for it was Dr. King who said everyone can be great because everyone 

can serve. I always think of the great line he said, that if a person was a street sweeper, he 

ought to sweep the streets as if he were Michelangelo painting the Sistine Chapel and try 

to be the best one in the whole world. That is what I think all of us ought to be about 

doing. Dr. King taught us that our faith can redeem us, that the sacrifices of individuals 

can sustain us, that moral courage can guide us. He dedicated himself to what was in his 

time and what remains the most difficult challenge we face as a democratic people: 

closing the great gap between our words and our deeds.  

 

Now we are attempting in this bill and in this administration to accept this challenge 

for those who are still barred from the American dream and for those who worry that 

their children will have less of it than they had. We’re doing our best here to give 

Government back to ordinary citizens, with an administration that is really more like 

America than any ever has been, not only in terms of its racial and gender diversity but 

also in its commitment to excellence, with 4 million new jobs, 20 million young people 

eligible for reduced college loans, 15 million working families getting tax cuts, and 3 

years of reduction in our deficit for the first time since Mr. Truman was the President.  

                                                           
20

 To watch President Clinton deliver the remarks, see www.c-spanvideo.org/program/JrHo.  

http://www.c-spanvideo.org/program/JrHo
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We demanded fairness in all public services and especially in housing, not only in 

Vidor, Texas,
21

 but all across the United States. We fought to empower the next 

generation of our working people, beginning with Head Start and world-class educational 

standards, and apprenticeship programs for those who don’t go to college, and more and 

less expensive college loans and national service for those who wish to pursue higher 

education. We fought to strengthen our communities with empowerment zones and 

community development banks. And we fought to make our people safer with the Brady 

bill and hopefully with this crime bill.  

 

But we know and we learn here every day that laws alone cannot restore the 

American family, cannot give individuals the sense of self-worth and purpose, cannot 

make the American community what it ought to be. It takes the miracle that begins with 

personal choices and personal actions and that cuts through the fog of cynicism and 

negativism that grips every American from time to time and has often gripped this 

country too much.  

 

Giving every citizen at the grassroots a chance to make a difference in his or her own 

life is a big part of what our efforts are all about. This law helps us to do that by linking 

the observance of Dr. King’s birthday to a day of national service, an extraordinary idea 

and a timely one because just next month we will launch AmeriCorps in full-blown 

initiative, with 20,000 young people serving their communities at the grassroots level and 

earning some credit to further their education while doing so. Nothing could better serve 

the legacy of Dr. King. He was apathy’s sworn enemy and action’s tireless champion.  

 

The King Commission has already sponsored seven national youth assemblies where 

young people address issues for themselves, such as drug abuse, illiteracy, and the 

importance of staying in school. The largest and most recent assembly took place in the 

capital of my home State, Little Rock, where Governor Tucker hosted 1,300 young 

people. Overall, the Commission has already helped to recruit 4 1/2 million young people 

to sign a pledge where they say no to violence and drugs and yes to serving in their 

communities. That is a truly revolutionary achievement.  

 

With today’s action we can broaden that effort. We can give many more an 

opportunity to make a difference, to respond to the needs of their communities, whether 

through tutoring children or housing the homeless, improving parks or keeping our 

people safer. As Senator Wofford has said in what I think is one of his best statements, 

“The King holiday should be a day on, not a day off.”  

 

Dr. King’s time with us was too brief. But his vision was so great, his moral purpose 

was so strong that he made us believe that we could be better than we are and that 

someday we would be able to walk hand in hand together into a brighter tomorrow.  

 

                                                           
21

 In January 1994, federal housing officials desegregated an all-white housing project in Vidor, a small 

East Texas town—the first time since the 1960s that such an armed escort had tried to enforce housing 

integration. 
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He said, and I quote, “Every man must decide whether he will walk in the light of 

creative altruism or the darkness of destructive selfishness. Life’s most persistent and 

urgent question is what are you doing for others?”  

 

Today we can say with some pride we have given all Americans a better chance to 

work together and to help others. This celebration of Dr. King will now be a celebration 

of his vision of community, his vision of service. And his life proves that it will work for 

all Americans and for our country.  

 

Thank you very much. 
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Remarks at the Martin Luther King Jr.  

Memorial Dedication
 

BARACK OBAMA 

 
Since August 2011, the National Mall in Washington, DC contains a large monument in 

memory of Martin Luther King Jr., erected, according to the official vision statement, to 

“captur[e] the essence of his message, a message in which he so eloquently affirms the 

commanding tenets of the American Dream—Freedom, Democracy and Opportunity for 

All; a noble quest that gained him the Nobel Peace Prize and one that continues to 

influence people and societies throughout the world.” The monument comprises The 

Stone of Hope, a massive thirty-foot relief statue of King, set between two pieces of stone 

that symbolize “The Mountain of Despair,” and a 450-foot Inscription Wall containing 

excerpts from many of his speeches and sermons. On October 16, 2011 President Barack 

Obama (b. 1961) gave the following speech at the dedication ceremony for the 

monument.
22

 

 

What, according to President Obama, is the meaning and purpose of the monument? 

Why and for which things, according to this speech, do we honor King? Compare his 

reasons to those offered by Presidents Reagan and Clinton? Whose reasons most appeal 

to you, and why? 

 
An earthquake and a hurricane may have delayed this day, but this is a day that would not 

be denied. 

 

For this day, we celebrate Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s return to the National Mall. In 

this place, he will stand for all time, among monuments to those who fathered this nation 

and those who defended it; a black preacher with no official rank or title who somehow 

gave voice to our deepest dreams and our most lasting ideals, a man who stirred our 

conscience and thereby helped make our union more perfect. 

 

And Dr. King would be the first to remind us that this memorial is not for him alone. 

The movement of which he was a part depended on an entire generation of leaders. Many 

are here today, and for their service and their sacrifice, we owe them our everlasting 

gratitude. This is a monument to your collective achievement.  

 

Some giants of the civil rights movement—like Rosa Parks and Dorothy Height, 

Benjamin Hooks, Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth—they’ve been taken from us these past 

few years. This monument attests to their strength and their courage, and while we miss 

them dearly, we know they rest in a better place.  

 

                                                           
22

  Watch a video recording of President Obama’s dedication speech here: 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=QR8GEDjT-x4. To take a photographic tour of the memorial, see 

http://dc.about.com/od/monumentphotos/ss/MLKMemorialPhotos.htm.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QR8GEDjT-x4
http://dc.about.com/od/monumentphotos/ss/MLKMemorialPhotos.htm
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And finally, there are the multitudes of men and women whose names never appear in 

the history books—those who marched and those who sang, those who sat in and those 

who stood firm, those who organized and those who mobilized—all those men and 

women who through countless acts of quiet heroism helped bring about changes few 

thought were even possible. “By the thousands,” said Dr. King, “faceless, anonymous, 

relentless young people, black and white . . . have taken our whole nation back to those 

great wells of democracy which were dug deep by the founding fathers in the formulation 

of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence.” To those men and women, to 

those foot soldiers for justice, know that this monument is yours, as well. 

 

Nearly half a century has passed since that historic March on Washington, a day 

when thousands upon thousands gathered for jobs and for freedom. That is what our 

schoolchildren remember best when they think of Dr. King—his booming voice across 

this Mall, calling on America to make freedom a reality for all of God’s children, 

prophesizing of a day when the jangling discord of our nation would be transformed into 

a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. 

 

It is right that we honor that march, that we lift up Dr. King’s “I Have a Dream” 

speech—for without that shining moment, without Dr. King’s glorious words, we might 

not have had the courage to come as far as we have. Because of that hopeful vision, 

because of Dr. King’s moral imagination, barricades began to fall and bigotry began to 

fade. New doors of opportunity swung open for an entire generation. Yes, laws changed, 

but hearts and minds changed, as well.  

 

Look at the faces here around you, and you see an America that is more fair and more 

free and more just than the one Dr. King addressed that day. We are right to savor that 

slow but certain progress—progress that’s expressed itself in a million ways, large and 

small, across this nation every single day, as people of all colors and creeds live together, 

and work together, and fight alongside one another, and learn together, and build 

together, and love one another. 

 

So it is right for us to celebrate today Dr. King’s dream and his vision of unity. And 

yet it is also important on this day to remind ourselves that such progress did not come 

easily; that Dr. King’s faith was hard-won; that it sprung out of a harsh reality and some 

bitter disappointments.  

 

It is right for us to celebrate Dr. King’s marvelous oratory, but it is worth 

remembering that progress did not come from words alone. Progress was hard. Progress 

was purchased through enduring the smack of billy clubs and the blast of fire hoses. It 

was bought with days in jail cells and nights of bomb threats. For every victory during 

the height of the civil rights movement, there were setbacks and there were defeats.  

 

We forget now, but during his life, Dr. King wasn’t always considered a unifying 

figure. Even after rising to prominence, even after winning the Nobel Peace Prize, Dr. 

King was vilified by many, denounced as a rabble rouser and an agitator, a communist 

and a radical. He was even attacked by his own people, by those who felt he was going 
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too fast or those who felt he was going too slow; by those who felt he shouldn’t meddle 

in issues like the Vietnam War or the rights of union workers. We know from his own 

testimony the doubts and the pain this caused him, and that the controversy that would 

swirl around his actions would last until the fateful day he died. 

 

I raise all this because nearly 50 years after the March on Washington, our work, Dr. 

King’s work, is not yet complete. We gather here at a moment of great challenge and 

great change. In the first decade of this new century, we have been tested by war and by 

tragedy; by an economic crisis and its aftermath that has left millions out of work, and 

poverty on the rise, and millions more just struggling to get by. Indeed, even before this 

crisis struck, we had endured a decade of rising inequality and stagnant wages. In too 

many troubled neighborhoods across the country, the conditions of our poorest citizens 

appear little changed from what existed 50 years ago—neighborhoods with underfunded 

schools and broken-down slums, inadequate health care, constant violence, 

neighborhoods in which too many young people grow up with little hope and few 

prospects for the future. 

 

Our work is not done. And so on this day, in which we celebrate a man and a 

movement that did so much for this country, let us draw strength from those earlier 

struggles. First and foremost, let us remember that change has never been quick. Change 

has never been simple, or without controversy. Change depends on persistence. Change 

requires determination. It took a full decade before the moral guidance of Brown v. Board 

of Education was translated into the enforcement measures of the Civil Rights Act and 

the Voting Rights Act, but those 10 long years did not lead Dr. King to give up. He kept 

on pushing, he kept on speaking, he kept on marching until change finally came.  

 

And then when, even after the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act passed, 

African Americans still found themselves trapped in pockets of poverty across the 

country, Dr. King didn’t say those laws were a failure; he didn’t say this is too hard; he 

didn’t say, let’s settle for what we got and go home. Instead he said, let’s take those 

victories and broaden our mission to achieve not just civil and political equality but also 

economic justice; let’s fight for a living wage and better schools and jobs for all who are 

willing to work. In other words, when met with hardship, when confronting 

disappointment, Dr. King refused to accept what he called the “isness” of today. He kept 

pushing towards the “oughtness” of tomorrow. 

 

And so, as we think about all the work that we must do—rebuilding an economy that 

can compete on a global stage, and fixing our schools so that every child—not just some, 

but every child—gets a world-class education, and making sure that our health care 

system is affordable and accessible to all, and that our economic system is one in which 

everybody gets a fair shake and everybody does their fair share, let us not be trapped by 

what is. We can’t be discouraged by what is. We’ve got to keep pushing for what ought 

to be, the America we ought to leave to our children, mindful that the hardships we face 

are nothing compared to those Dr. King and his fellow marchers faced 50 years ago, and 

that if we maintain our faith, in ourselves and in the possibilities of this nation, there is no 

challenge we cannot surmount. 
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And just as we draw strength from Dr. King’s struggles, so must we draw inspiration 

from his constant insistence on the oneness of man; the belief in his words that “we are 

caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.” It was 

that insistence, rooted in his Christian faith, that led him to tell a group of angry young 

protesters, “I love you as I love my own children,” even as one threw a rock that glanced 

off his neck.  

 

It was that insistence, that belief that God resides in each of us, from the high to the 

low, in the oppressor and the oppressed, that convinced him that people and systems 

could change. It fortified his belief in nonviolence. It permitted him to place his faith in a 

government that had fallen short of its ideals. It led him to see his charge not only as 

freeing black America from the shackles of discrimination, but also freeing many 

Americans from their own prejudices, and freeing Americans of every color from the 

depredations of poverty. 

 

And so at this moment, when our politics appear so sharply polarized, and faith in our 

institutions so greatly diminished, we need more than ever to take heed of Dr. King’s 

teachings. He calls on us to stand in the other person’s shoes; to see through their eyes; to 

understand their pain. He tells us that we have a duty to fight against poverty, even if we 

are well off; to care about the child in the decrepit school even if our own children are 

doing fine; to show compassion toward the immigrant family, with the knowledge that 

most of us are only a few generations removed from similar hardships.  

 

To say that we are bound together as one people, and must constantly strive to see 

ourselves in one another, is not to argue for a false unity that papers over our differences 

and ratifies an unjust status quo. As was true 50 years ago, as has been true throughout 

human history, those with power and privilege will often decry any call for change as 

“divisive.” They’ll say any challenge to the existing arrangements are unwise and 

destabilizing. Dr. King understood that peace without justice was no peace at all; that 

aligning our reality with our ideals often requires the speaking of uncomfortable truths 

and the creative tension of nonviolent protest. 

 

But he also understood that to bring about true and lasting change, there must be the 

possibility of reconciliation; that any social movement has to channel this tension through 

the spirit of love and mutuality.  

 

If he were alive today, I believe he would remind us that the unemployed worker can 

rightly challenge the excesses of Wall Street without demonizing all who work there; that 

the businessman can enter tough negotiations with his company’s union without vilifying 

the right to collectively bargain. He would want us to know we can argue fiercely about 

the proper size and role of government without questioning each other’s love for this 

country with the knowledge that in this democracy, government is no distant object but is 

rather an expression of our common commitments to one another. He would call on us to 

assume the best in each other rather than the worst, and challenge one another in ways 

that ultimately heal rather than wound. 



MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. DAY: AN AMERICAN HOLIDAY 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

36 

 

In the end, that’s what I hope my daughters take away from this monument. I want 

them to come away from here with a faith in what they can accomplish when they are 

determined and working for a righteous cause. I want them to come away from here with 

a faith in other people and a faith in a benevolent God. This sculpture, massive and iconic 

as it is, will remind them of Dr. King’s strength, but to see him only as larger than life 

would do a disservice to what he taught us about ourselves. He would want them to know 

that he had setbacks, because they will have setbacks. He would want them to know that 

he had doubts, because they will have doubts. He would want them to know that he was 

flawed, because all of us have flaws. 

 

It is precisely because Dr. King was a man of flesh and blood and not a figure of 

stone that he inspires us so. His life, his story, tells us that change can come if you don’t 

give up. He would not give up, no matter how long it took, because in the smallest 

hamlets and the darkest slums, he had witnessed the highest reaches of the human spirit; 

because in those moments when the struggle seemed most hopeless, he had seen men and 

women and children conquer their fear; because he had seen hills and mountains made 

low and rough places made plain, and the crooked places made straight and God make a 

way out of no way. 

 

And that is why we honor this man—because he had faith in us. And that is why he 

belongs on this Mall—because he saw what we might become. That is why Dr. King was 

so quintessentially American—because for all the hardships we’ve endured, for all our 

sometimes tragic history, ours is a story of optimism and achievement and constant 

striving that is unique upon this Earth. And that is why the rest of the world still looks to 

us to lead. This is a country where ordinary people find in their hearts the courage to do 

extraordinary things; the courage to stand up in the face of the fiercest resistance and 

despair and say this is wrong, and this is right; we will not settle for what the cynics tell 

us we have to accept and we will reach again and again, no matter the odds, for what we 

know is possible. 

 

That is the conviction we must carry now in our hearts. As tough as times may be, I 

know we will overcome. I know there are better days ahead. I know this because of the 

man towering over us. I know this because all he and his generation endured—we are 

here today in a country that dedicated a monument to that legacy.  

 

And so with our eyes on the horizon and our faith squarely placed in one another, let 

us keep striving; let us keep struggling; let us keep climbing toward that promised land of 

a nation and a world that is more fair, and more just, and more equal for every single 

child of God. 

 

Thank you, God bless you, and God bless the United States of America. 
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The Civil Rights Cases
 

FREDERICK DOUGLASS 

 
In a major setback for racial equality, the US Supreme Court in the Civil Rights Cases 

(1883) declared unconstitutional the Civil Rights Act of 1875, which had guaranteed—to 

all people under the jurisdiction of the United States, regardless of their race, color, or 

previous condition of servitude—equal access to and enjoyment of all public 

accommodations, facilities, and services. Declaring that Congress had no authority 

under the Fourteenth Amendment to outlaw discrimination by private individuals or 

groups (rather than by state and local governments), the Court legitimated the 

subsequent institution of Jim Crow legislation and segregation of public facilities in the 

South that lasted until the Civil Rights Act of 1964 declared such discrimination 

unlawful.  

 

On October 22, 1863, at a mass rally at Lincoln Hall in Washington DC protesting 

the court’s decision, the great orator and abolitionist leader Frederick Douglass (1818–

95) made an eloquent speech (excerpted here) against the decision. What is the crux of 

Douglass’ argument? Appealing to the egalitarian intention and spirit of the Fourteenth 

Amendment, Douglass seems to imply that America is in contradiction with itself when it 

outlaws racial discrimination by state governments but sanctions it by their private 

citizens. Is he correct? What is the difference between civil equality and social equality? 

Does the first make sense without the second? Which sort of equality is required by the 

American Creed, “All men are created equal”? Are there any limits on what government 

may do to compel nondiscrimination by private individuals? 

 
“You take my house when you do take the prop  

That doth sustain my house; you take my life,  

When you do take the means whereby I live.”
23

 

 

Friends and Fellow-Citizens . . .  

 

We have been, as a class, grievously wounded, wounded in the house of our friends, 

and this wound is too deep and too painful for ordinary measured speech.  

 

“When a deed is done for Freedom,  

Through the broad earth’s aching breast  

Runs a thrill of joy prophetic,  

Trembling on from east to west.”
24

 

                                                           
23

 From William Shakespeare’s play The Merchant of Venice, Act 4, Scene 1. Douglass quotes Shylock’s 

response when Antonio recommends that the state confiscate his property. 
24

 From “The Present Crisis” (1844) by the American “Fireside” poet James Russell Lowell (1819–91). 

Lowell’s poem addresses the national crisis over slavery leading up to the Civil War and later provided 

inspiration to civil rights leaders. The paper of the NAACP, The Crisis, is named for the poem. To read it in 

full, visit www.bartleby.com/42/805.html. It is also quoted in the selection by Booker T. Washington below. 

http://www.bartleby.com/42/805.html
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But when a deed is done from slavery, caste and oppression, and a blow is struck at 

human progress, whether so intended or not, the heart of humanity sickens in sorrow and 

writhes in pain. It makes us feel as if some one were stamping upon the graves of our 

mothers, or desecrating our sacred temples. Only base men and oppressors can rejoice in 

a triumph of injustice over the weak and defenceless, for weakness ought itself to protect 

from assaults of pride, prejudice and power.  

 

The cause which has brought us here to-night is neither common nor trivial. Few 

events in our national history have surpassed it in magnitude, importance and 

significance. It has swept over the land like a moral cyclone, leaving moral desolation in 

its track. . . .  

 

The Supreme Court of the United States, in the exercise of its high and vast 

constitutional power, has suddenly and unexpectedly decided that the law intended to 

secure to colored people the civil rights guaranteed to them by the following provision of 

the Constitution of the United States, is unconstitutional and void. Here it is: — 

 

“No State,” says the Fourteenth Amendment, “shall make or enforce any law which 

shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any 

State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property without due process of law; or deny 

any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.”  

 

Now, when a bill has been discussed for weeks and months, and even years, in the 

press and on the platform, in Congress and out of Congress; when it has been calmly 

debated by the clearest heads, and the most skillful and learned lawyers in the land; when 

every argument against it has been over and over again carefully considered and fairly 

answered; when its constitutionality has been especially discussed, pro and con; when it 

has passed the United States House of Representatives and has been solemnly enacted by 

the United States Senate (perhaps the most imposing legislative body in the world); when 

such a bill has been submitted to the Cabinet of the Nation, composed of the ablest men 

in the land; when it has passed under the scrutinizing eye of the Attorney-General of the 

United States; when the Executive of the Nation has given to it his name and formal 

approval; when it has taken its place upon the statute-book, and has remained there for 

nearly a decade, and the country has largely assented to it, you will agree with me that the 

reasons for declaring such a law unconstitutional and void should be strong, irresistible 

and absolutely conclusive.  

 

Inasmuch as the law in question is a law in favor of liberty and justice, it ought to 

have had the benefit of any doubt which could arise as to its strict constitutionality. This, 

I believe, will be the view taken of it, not only by laymen like myself, but by eminent 

lawyers as well.  

 

All men who have given any thought to the machinery, the structure, and practical 

operation of our Government must have recognized the importance of absolute harmony 

between its various departments and their respective powers and duties. They must have 

seen clearly the mischievous tendency and danger to the body politic of any antagonisms 
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between its various branches. To feel the force of this thought, we have only to remember 

the administration of President Johnson, and the conflict which then took place between 

the National Executive and the National Congress, when the will of the people was again 

and again met by the Executive veto, and when the country seemed upon the verge of 

another revolution. No patriot, however bold, can wish for his country a repetition of 

those gloomy days.  

 

Now let me say here, before I go on a step further in this discussion, if any man has 

come here to-night with his breast heaving with passion, his heart flooded with acrimony, 

wishing and expecting to hear violent denunciation of the Supreme Court, on account of 

this decision, he has mistaken the object of this meeting, and the character of the men by 

whom it is called.  

 

We neither come to bury Caesar nor to praise him. The Supreme Court is the 

autocratic point in our government. No monarch in Europe has a power more absolute 

over the laws, lives, and liberties of his people, than that Court has over our laws, lives, 

and liberties. Its Judges live, and ought to live, an eagle’s flight beyond the reach of fear 

or favor, praise or blame, profit or loss. No vulgar prejudice should touch the members of 

that Court, anywhere. Their decisions should come down to us like the calm, clear light 

of infinite justice. We should be able to think of them and to speak of them with 

profoundest respect for their wisdom and deepest reverence for their virtue; for what His 

Holiness the Pope is to the Roman Catholic Church, the Supreme Court is to the 

American State. Its members are men, to be sure, and may not claim infallibility, like the 

Pope, but they are the Supreme law-giving power of the Nation, and their decisions are 

law until changed by that court.  

 

What will be said here to-night will be spoken, I trust, more in sorrow than in anger; 

more in a tone of regret than of bitterness and reproach, and more to promote sound 

views than to find mad motives for unsound views.  

 

We cannot, however, overlook the fact that though not so intended, this decision has 

inflicted a heavy calamity upon seven millions of the people of this country, and left them 

naked and defenceless against the action of a malignant, vulgar, and pitiless prejudice 

from which the Constitution plainly intended to shield them.  

 

It presents the United States before the world as a Nation utterly destitute of power to 

protect the rights of its own citizens upon its own soil.  

 

It can claim service and allegiance, loyalty and life from them, but it cannot protect 

them against the most palpable violation of the rights of human nature; rights to secure 

which governments are established. It can tax their bread and tax their blood, but it has no 

protecting power for their persons. Its National power extends only to the District of 

Columbia and the Territories—where the people have no votes, and to where the land has 

no people. All else is subject to the States. In the name of common sense, I ask, what 

right have we to call ourselves a Nation, in view of this decision and this utter destitution 

of power?  
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In humiliating the colored people of this country, this decision has humbled the 

Nation. It gives to the railroad conductor in South Carolina or Mississippi more power 

than it gives to the National Government. He may order the wife of the Chief Justice of 

the United States into a smoking-car full of hirsute men, and compel her to go and to 

listen to the coarse jests of a vulgar crowd. It gives to hotel-keepers who may, from a 

prejudice born of the Rebellion, wish to turn her out at midnight into the storm and 

darkness, power to compel her to go. In such a case, according to this decision of the 

Supreme Court, the National Government has no right to interfere. She must take her 

claim for protection and redress, not to the Nation, but to the State; and when the State, as 

I understand it, declares there is upon its statute-book no law for her protection, and that 

the State has made no law against her, the function and power of the National 

Government is exhausted and she is utterly without redress.  

 

Bad, therefore, as our case is under this decision, the evil principle affirmed by the 

court is not wholly confined to or spent upon persons of color. The wife of Chief Justice 

Waite—I speak it respectfully—is protected to-day, not by the law, but solely by the 

accident of her color. So far as the law of the land is concerned, she is in the same 

condition as that of the humblest colored woman in the Republic. The difference between 

colored and white here is that the one, by reason of color, does not need protection. It is 

nevertheless true that manhood is insulted in both cases. “No man can put a chain about 

the ankle of his fellow-man, without at last finding the other end of it fastened about his 

own neck.”  

 

The lesson of all the ages on this point is, that a wrong done to one man is a wrong 

done to all men. It may not be felt at the moment, and the evil day may be long delayed, 

but so sure as there is a moral government of the universe, so sure as there is a God of 

this universe, so sure will the harvest of evil come. . . . 

 

O for a Supreme Court of the United States which shall be as true to the claims of 

humanity as the Supreme Court formerly was to the demands of slavery! When that day 

comes, as come it will, a Civil Rights Bill will not be declared unconstitutional and void, 

in utter and flagrant disregard of the objects and intentions of the National legislature by 

which it was enacted and of the rights plainly secured by the Constitution.  

 

This decision of the Supreme Court admits that the Fourteenth Amendment is a 

prohibition on the States. It admits that a State shall not abridge the privileges or 

immunities of citizens of the United States, but commits the seeming absurdity of 

allowing the people of a State to do what it prohibits the State itself from doing.  

 

It used to be thought that the whole was more than a part; that the greater included the 

less, and that what was unconstitutional for a State to do was equally unconstitutional for 

an individual member of a State to do. What is a State, in the absence of the people who 

compose it? Land, air and water. That is all. As individuals, the people of the State of 

South Carolina may stamp out the rights of the Negro wherever they please, so long as 

they do not do so as a State, and this absurd conclusion is to be called a law. All the parts 

can violate the Constitution, but the whole cannot. It is not the act itself, according to this 
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decision, that is unconstitutional. The unconstitutionality of the case depends wholly 

upon the party committing the act. If the State commits it, the act is wrong; if the citizen 

of the State commits it, the act is right. 

  

O consistency, thou art indeed a jewel! What does it matter to a colored citizen that a 

State may not insult and outrage him, if a citizen of a State may? The effect upon him is 

the same, and it was just this effect that the framers of the Fourteenth Amendment plainly 

intended by that article to prevent.  

 

It was the act, not the instrument; it was the murder, not the pistol or dagger, which 

was prohibited. It meant to protect the newly enfranchised citizen from injustice and 

wrong, not merely from a State, but from the individual members of a State. It meant to 

give him the protection to which his citizenship, his loyalty, his allegiance, and his 

services entitled him; and this meaning and this purpose and this intention are now 

declared by the Supreme Court of the United States to be unconstitutional and void.  

 

I say again, fellow-citizens, O for a Supreme Court which shall be as true, as vigilant, 

as active and exacting in maintaining laws enacted for the protection of human rights, as 

in other days was that Court for the destruction of human rights!  

 

It is said that this decision will make no difference in the treatment of colored people; 

that the Civil Rights Bill was a dead letter and could not be enforced. There is some truth 

in all this, but it is not the whole truth. That bill, like all advance legislation, was a banner 

on the outer wall of American liberty; a noble moral standard uplifted for the education 

of the American people. There are tongues in trees, sermons in stones, and books in the 

running brooks. This law, though dead, did speak. It expressed the sentiment of justice 

and fair play common to every honest heart. Its voice was against popular prejudice and 

meanness. It appealed to all the noble and patriotic instincts of the American people. It 

told the American people that they were all equal before the law; that they belonged to a 

common country and were equal citizens. The Supreme Court has hauled down this broad 

and glorious flag of liberty in open day and before all the people, and has thereby given 

joy to the heart of every man in the land who wishes to deny to others the rights he claims 

for himself. It is a concession to race pride, selfishness and meanness, and will be 

received with joy by every upholder of caste in the land, and for this I deplore and 

denounce that decision.  

 

It is a frequent and favorite device of an indefensible cause to misstate and pervert the 

views of those who advocate a good cause, and I have never seen this device more 

generally resorted to than in the case of the late decision on the Civil Rights Bill. When 

we dissent from the opinion of the Supreme Court and give the reasons why we think that 

opinion unsound, we are straightway charged in the papers with denouncing the Court 

itself, and thus put in the attitude of bad citizens. Now, I utterly deny that there has ever 

been any denunciation of the Supreme Court on this platform, and I defy any man to 

point out one sentence or one syllable of any speech of mine in denunciation of that 

Court.  
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Another illustration of this tendency to put opponents in a false position, is seen in the 

persistent effort to stigmatize the Civil Rights Bill as a Social Rights Bill. Now, where 

under the whole heavens, outside of the United States, could any such perversion of truth 

have any chance of success? No man in Europe would ever dream that because he has a 

right to ride on a railway, or stop at a hotel, he therefore has the right to enter into social 

relations with anybody. No one has a right to speak to another without that other’s 

permission. Social equality and civil equality rest upon an entirely different basis, and 

well enough the American people know it; yet in order to inflame a popular prejudice, 

respectable papers like the New York Times and the Chicago Tribune persist in 

describing the Civil Rights Bill as a Social Rights Bill.  

 

When a colored man is in the same room or in the same carriage with white people, as 

a servant, there is no talk of social equality, but if he is there as a man and a gentleman, 

he is an offence. What makes the difference? It is not color, for his color is unchanged. 

The whole essence of the thing is a studied purpose to degrade and stamp out the liberties 

of a race. It is the old spirit of slavery and nothing else. To say that because a man rides 

in the same car with another, he is therefore socially equal, is one of the wildest 

absurdities.  

 

When I was in England, some years ago, I rode upon highways, byways, steamboats, 

stage-coaches, omnibuses. I was in the House of Commons, in the House of Lords, in the 

British Museum, in the Coliseum, in the National Gallery, everywhere; sleeping in rooms 

where lords and dukes had slept; sitting at tables where lords and dukes were sitting; but I 

never thought that those circumstances made me socially the equal of lords and dukes. I 

hardly think that some of our Democratic friends would be regarded among those lords as 

their equals. If riding in the same car makes one equal, I think that the little poodle I saw 

sitting in the lap of a lady was made equal by riding in the same car with her. Equality, 

social equality, is a matter between individuals. It is a reciprocal understanding. I do not 

think that when I ride with an educated, polished rascal he is thereby made my equal, or 

that when I ride with a numbskull that it makes him my equal. Social equality does not 

necessarily follow from civil equality, and yet for the purpose of a hell-black and 

damning prejudice, our papers still insist that the Civil Rights Bill is a bill to establish 

social equality.  

 

If it is a bill for social equality, so is the Declaration of Independence, which declares 

that all men have equal rights; so is the Sermon on the Mount, so is the Golden Rule that 

commands us to do to others as we would that others should do to us; so is the teaching 

of the Apostle that of one blood God has made all nations to dwell on the face of the 

earth; so is the Constitution of the United States, and so are the laws and customs of 

every civilized country in the world; for nowhere, outside of the United States, is any 

man denied civil rights on account of his color.  
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On Being Crazy
 

W. E. B. DU BOIS 

 
In the wake of the Supreme Court’s 1883 ruling in the Civil Rights Cases (see last 

selection), sanctioned and state-enforced segregation became the way of life in large 

parts of the United States. This little story, written in 1907 by W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–

1963), scholar, author, civil rights activist, and cofounder of the National Association for 

the Advancement of Colored People, reports a first-person encounter with racial 

discrimination in public accommodations.  

 

Going slowly through the conversation, spell out and evaluate the positions and 

arguments of each of the interlocutors. Most if not all readers will cheer for the voice of 

Du Bois. Why? Du Bois denies that he wants social equality, but only food, rest, music, 

etc. Both of the speakers, in fact, seem to accept the distinction between civil equality and 

social equality. Can you explain and defend the difference, showing a clear boundary 

between them? Who is “crazy” in this dialogue? Is it crazy to deny the desirability of 

social equality? Is it crazy to be for civil integration and social separateness? 

 
It was one o’clock and I was hungry. I walked into a restaurant, seated myself, and 

reached for the bill of fare. My table companion rose. 

 

“Sir,” said he, “do you wish to force your company on those who do not want you?” 

 

No, said I, I wish to eat. 

 

“Are you aware, sir, that this is social equality?” 

 

Nothing of the sort, sir, it is hunger—and I ate. 

 

The day’s work done, I sought the theatre. As I sank into my seat, the lady shrank and 

squirmed. 

 

I beg pardon, I said. 

 

“Do you enjoy being where you are not wanted?” she asked coldly. 

 

Oh, no, I said.  

 

“Well, you are not wanted here” 

 

I was surprised. I fear you are mistaken, I said, I certainly want the music, and I like 

to think the music wants me to listen to it. 

 

“Usher,” said the lady, “this is social equality.”  
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“No madame,” said the usher, “it is the second movement of Beethoven’s Fifth 

Symphony.” 

 

After the theatre, I sought the hotel where I had sent my baggage. The clerk scowled. 

 

“What do you want?” 

 

Rest, I said. 

 

“This is a white hotel,” he said. 

 

I looked around. Such a color scheme requires a great deal of cleaning, I said, but I 

don’t know that I object. 

 

“We object,” said he. 

 

Then why, I began, but he interrupted. 

 

“We don’t keep niggers,” he said, “we don’t want social equality.”  

 

Neither do I, I replied gently, I want a bed. 

 

I walked thoughtfully to the train. I’ll take a sleeper through Texas. I’m a little bit 

dissatisfied with this town. 

 

“Can’t sell you one.”  

 

I only want to hire it, said I, for a couple of nights. 

 

“Can’t sell you a sleeper in Texas,” he maintained. “They consider that social 

equality.” 

 

I call it barbarism, I said, and I think I’ll walk. 

 

Walking, I met another wayfarer, who immediately walked to the other side of the 

road, where it was muddy. I asked his reason.  

 

“Niggers are dirty,” he said. 

 

So is the mud, said I. Moreover, I am not as dirty as you—yet. 

 

“But you’re a nigger, ain’t you?” he asked. 

 

My grandfather was so called. 

 

“Well then!” he answered triumphantly. 
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Do you live in the South? I persisted pleasantly. 

 

“Sure,” he growled, “and starve there.” 

 

I should think you and the Negroes should get together and vote out starvation. 

 

“We don’t let them vote.” 

 

We? Why not? I said in surprise. 

 

“Niggers is too ignorant to vote.” 

 

But, I said, I am not so ignorant as you. 

 

“But you’re a nigger.”  

 

Yes, I’m certainly what you mean by that. 

 

“Well then!” he returned, with that curiously inconsequential note of triumph. 

“Moreover,” he said, “I do not want my sister to marry a nigger.” 

 

I had not seen his sister, so I merely murmured, let her say no. 

 

“By God, you shan’t marry her, even if she said yes.” 

 

But—but I don’t want to marry her, I answered, a little perturbed at the personal turn. 

 

“Why not!” he yelled, angrier than ever. 

 

Because I am already married and I rather like my wife. 

 

“Is she a nigger?” he asked suspiciously. 

 

Well, I said again, her grandmother was called that. 

 

“Well, then!” he shouted in that oddly illogical way. 

 

I gave up. 

 

Go on, I said, either you are crazy or I am. 

 

“We both are,” he said as he trotted along in the mud. 
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My View of Segregation Laws
 

BOOKER T. WASHINGTON 

 
The previous selection, by W. E. B. Du Bois, offered a mocking literary critique of the 

absurdity of racial segregation in public accommodations. This selection, by Booker T. 

Washington (1865–1915), offers sober (and subtle) arguments against racial segregation 

in land and housing. Born in slavery, Washington—a celebrated educator, author, 

orator, statesman, and founder of the Tuskegee Institute—rose to become the most 

influential black leader at the turn of the twentieth century. He sought to heal the racial 

divide by producing robust and independent black citizens, primarily through the 

elevating power of basic—practical (or vocational) and moral—education.
25

 

In this article, addressing white readers (The New Republic, 1915) and written when 

municipal laws prescribing residential segregation were mushrooming in the South, 

Washington offers multiple arguments against residential segregation. Summarize and 

assess those arguments. Washington makes an argument against segregation but not for 

integration. Why? Does this position make sense? Most striking for modern readers, 

Washington does not argue in the name of equality or of rights—civil or social—but in 

terms of the common good: “in the gain or loss of one race, all the rest have equal 

claim.” Is he right in recommending an approach that stresses the common good, rather 

than the rights of individuals and races? What do you think Washington would think 

about a movement for black advancement that flew the banner of “Civil Rights”? Events 

would soon reveal that Washington was clearly wrong in his favorable assessment of his 

beloved state of Alabama. Does this failure cast doubt on his preference for thinking 

mainly in terms of education and common good, rather than of political and civil rights? 

 
In all of my experience I have never yet found a case where the masses of the people of 

any given city were interested in the matter of the segregation of white and colored 

people; that is, there has been no spontaneous demand for segregation ordinances. In 

certain cities politicians have taken the leadership in introducing such segregation 

ordinances into city councils, and after making an appeal to racial prejudices have 

succeeded in securing a backing for ordinances which would segregate the Negro people 

from their white fellow citizens. After such ordinances have been introduced it is always 

difficult, in the present state of public opinion in the South to have any considerable body 

of white people oppose them, because their attitude is likely to be misrepresented as 

favoring Negroes against white people. They are, in the main, afraid of the stigma, 

“Negro-lover.” 

 

It is probably useless to discuss the legality of segregation; that is a matter which the 

courts will finally pass upon. It is reasonably certain, however, that the courts in no 

section of the country would uphold a case where Negroes sought to segregate white 

                                                           
25

 His critics, among whom W. E. B. Du Bois was one of the most vocal, took umbrage at his seeming 

indifference to liberal education and his lack of political militancy. 
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citizens. This is the most convincing argument that segregation is regarded as illegal, 

when viewed on its merits by the whole body of our white citizens. . . . 

 

I have never viewed except with amusement the sentiment that white people who live 

next to Negro populations suffer physically, mentally and morally because of their 

proximity to colored people. Southern white people who have been brought up in this 

proximity are not inferior to other white people. The President of the United States was 

born and reared in the South in close contact with black people. Five members of the 

present Cabinet were born in the South; many of them, I am sure, had black “mammies.” 

The Speaker of the House of Representatives is a Southern man, the chairman of leading 

committees in both the United States Senate and the Lower House of Congress are 

Southern men. Throughout the country today, people occupying the highest positions not 

only in the government but in education, industry, and science, are persons born in the 

South in close contact with the Negro. 

 

Attempts at legal segregation are unnecessary for the reason that the matter of 

residence is one which naturally settles itself. Both colored and whites are likely to select 

a section of the city where they will be surrounded by congenial neighbors. It is unusual 

to hear of a colored man attempting to live where he is surrounded by white people or 

where he is not welcome. Where attempts are being made to segregate the races legally, it 

should be noted that in the matter of business no attempt is made to keep the white man 

from placing his grocery store, his dry goods store, or other enterprise right in the heart of 

a Negro district. This is another searching test which challenges the good faith of 

segregationists. 

 

It is true that the Negro opposes these attempts to restrain him from residing in certain 

sections of a city or community. He dos this not because he wants to mix with the white 

man socially, but because he feels that such laws are unnecessary. The Negro objects to 

being segregated because it usually means that he will receive inferior accommodations 

in return of the taxes he pays. If the Negro is segregated, it will probably mean that the 

sewerage in his part of the city will be inferior; that the streets and sidewalks will be 

neglected, that the street lighting will be poor; that his section of the city will not be kept 

in order by the police and other authorities, and that the “undesirables” of other races will 

be placed near him, thereby making it difficult for him to rear his family in decency. It 

should always be kept in mind that while the Negro may not be directly a large taxpayer, 

he does pay large taxes indirectly. In the last analysis, all will agree that the man who 

pays house rent pays large taxes, for the price paid for the rent includes payment of the 

taxes on the property. 

 

Right here in Alabama nobody is thinking or talking about land and home 

segregation. It is rather remarkable that in the very heart of the Black Belt where the 

black man is almost ignorant the white people should not find him so repulsive as to set 

him away off to himself. If living side by side is such a menace as some people think, it 

does seem as if the people who have had the bulk of the race question to handle during 

the past fifty years would have discovered the danger and adjusted it long ago. 
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A segregated Negro community is a terrible temptation to many white people. Such a 

community invariably provides certain types of white men with hiding-places—hiding-

places from the law, from decent people of their own race, from their churches and their 

wives and daughters. In a Negro district in a certain city in the South a house of ill-repute 

for white men was next door to a Negro denominational school. In another town a similar 

kind of house is just across the street from the Negro grammar school. In New Orleans 

the legalized vice section is set in the midst of the Negro section, and near the spot where 

stood a Negro school and a Negro church, and near the place where the Negro orphanage 

now operates. Now when a Negro seeks to buy a house in a reputable street he does it not 

only to get police protection, lights and accommodations, but to remove his children to a 

locality in which vice is not paraded. . . . 

 

White people who argue for the segregation of the masses of black people forget the 

tremendous power of objective teaching. To hedge any set of people off in a corner and 

sally among them now and then with a lecture or a sermon is merely to add misery to 

degradation. But put the black man where day by day he sees how the white man keeps 

his lawns, his windows; how he treats his wife and children, and you will do more real 

helpful teaching than a whole library of lectures and sermons. Moreover, this will help 

the white man. If he knows that his life is to be taken as a model, that his house, dress, 

manners, are all to be patterns for someone less fortunate, he will deport himself better 

than he would otherwise. Practically all the real moral uplift the black people have got 

from the whites—and this has been great indeed—has come from this observation of the 

white man’s conduct. The South today is still full of the type of Negro with gentle 

manners. Where did he get them? From some master or mistress of the same type. 

 

Summarizing the matter in the large, segregation is ill advised because 

 

1. It is unjust. 

 

2. It invites other unjust measures. 

 

3. It will not be productive of good, because practically every thoughtful Negro 

resents its injustice and doubts its sincerity. Any race adjustment based on injustice 

finally defeats itself. The Civil War is the best illustration of what results where it is 

attempted to make wrong right or seem to be right. 

 

4. It is unnecessary. 

 

5. It is inconsistent. The Negro is segregated from his white neighbor, but white 

businessmen are not prevented from doing business in Negro neighborhoods. 

 

6. There has been no case of segregation of Negroes in the United States that has not 

widened the breach between the two races. Wherever a form of segregation exists it will 

be found that it has been administered in such a way as to embitter the Negro and harm 

more or less the moral fiber of the white man. That the Negro does not express this 

constant sense of wrong is no proof that he does not feel it. 
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It seems to me that the reasons given above, if carefully considered, should serve to 

prevent further passage of such segregation ordinances as have been adopted in Norfolk, 

Richmond, Louisville, Baltimore, and one or two cities in South Carolina. 

 

Finally, as I have said in another place, as white and black learn daily to adjust, in a 

spirit of justice and fair play, those interests which are individual and racial, and to see 

and feel the importance of those fundamental interests which are common, so will both 

races grow and prosper. In the long run no individual and no race can succeed which sets 

itself at war against the common good; for “in the gain or loss of one race, all the rest 

have equal claim.”
26

 

                                                           
26

 From “The Present Crisis” (1844) by American poet James Russell Lowell (1819–91).  
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Of the Coming of John 

from The Souls of Black Folk
 

W. E. B. DU BOIS 

 
In his widely celebrated and influential collection of essays, The Souls of Black Folk 

(1903), W. E. B. Du Bois powerfully presents accounts of the troubled experiences of 

black people in America, so that, as he says at the end of the introductory chapter, “men 

may listen to the striving in the souls of black folk.” This striving, Du Bois suggests, 

stems from a “double-consciousness,” 

 

this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring 

one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever 

feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled 

strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength keeps it from 

being torn asunder.  

 

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife,—this longing to attain 

self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self. In this 

merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost. He would not Africanize 

America, for America has too much to teach the world and Africa. He would not 

bleach his Negro soul in the flood of white Americanism, for he knows that Negro 

blood has a message for the world. He simply wishes to make it possible for a man to 

be both a Negro and an American, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, 

without having the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his face. 

 

Perhaps no tale in the collection better presents the dilemma thus described than the 

story presented here, “Of the Coming of John.” John Jones, a lively and gifted young 

black man from small-town Altamaha in southeastern Georgia goes north for an 

education, while his home village eagerly awaits his return. After some initial successes, 

his aspirations for advancement up north are abruptly frustrated. But his return home 

and his efforts to bring education to the local black children are likewise unsuccessful. 

The failures of his life are set off and acted out against his external double, the white 

John, a playmate of his youth but several times the cause of his ruin.  

 

What brings John to “self-conscious manhood”? Why were his dreams thwarted? 

Why was his homecoming such a failure—for John, his family, and his community? 

Should we conclude, as John seems to do in conversation with his sister, that education, 

at least for black folks in America, is preparation for unhappiness? Were John’s efforts 

as a teacher of his own people foolish and futile? Is it possible for a black person in 

America to “merge his double self” and to achieve what Du Bois calls the end of his 

striving: “to be a co-worker in the kingdom of culture, to escape both death and 
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isolation, to husband and use his best powers and his latent genius”? Even if John Jones 

did not achieve it, did not W. E. B. Du Bois?
27

 

  
What bring they ’neath the midnight,  

Beside the River-sea?  

They bring the human heart wherein  

No nightly calm can be;  

That droppeth never with the wind,  

Nor drieth with the dew;  

O calm it, God; thy calm is broad  

To cover spirits too.  

The river floweth on.  

MRS. BROWNING.
28

 

 

Carlisle Street runs westward from the centre of Johnstown, across a great black bridge, 

down a hill and up again, by little shops and meat-markets, past single-storied homes, 

until suddenly it stops against a wide green lawn. It is a broad, restful place, with two 

large buildings outlined against the west. When at evening the winds come swelling from 

the east, and the great pall of the city’s smoke hangs wearily above the valley, then the 

red west glows like a dreamland down Carlisle Street, and, at the tolling of the supper-

bell, throws the passing forms of students in dark silhouette against the sky. Tall and 

black, they move slowly by, and seem in the sinister light to flit before the city like dim 

warning ghosts. Perhaps they are; for this is Wells Institute, and these black students have 

few dealings with the white city below.  

 

And if you will notice, night after night, there is one dark form that ever hurries last 

and late toward the twinkling lights of Swain Hall,—for Jones is never on time. A long, 

straggling fellow he is, brown and hard-haired, who seems to be growing straight out of 

his clothes, and walks with a half-apologetic roll. He used perpetually to set the quiet 

dining-room into waves of merriment, as he stole to his place after the bell had tapped for 

prayers; he seemed so perfectly awkward. And yet one glance at his face made one 

forgive him much,—that broad, good-natured smile in which lay no bit of art or artifice, 

but seemed just bubbling good-nature and genuine satisfaction with the world. 

 

He came to us from Altamaha, away down there beneath the gnarled oaks of 

Southeastern Georgia, where the sea croons to the sands and the sands listen till they sink 

half drowned beneath the waters, rising only here and there in long, low islands. The 

                                                           
27

 In a famous passage from The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois speaks of his own successful path to culture: 

“I sit with Shakespeare and he winces not. Across the color line I move arm in arm with Balzac and 

Dumas, while smiling men and welcoming women glide in gilded halls. From out the caves of evening that 

swing between the strong-limbed earth and the tracery of the stars, I summon Aristotle and Aurelius and 

what soul I will, and they come all graciously with no scorn nor condescension. So, wed with Truth, I dwell 

above the Veil. Is this the life you grudge us, O knightly America? Is this the life you long to change into 

the dull red hideousness of Georgia? Are you so afraid lest peering from this high Pisgah, between 

Philistine and Amalekite, we sight the Promised Land?”  
28

 From the ballad “A Romance of the Ganges” (1838) by English poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806–

61). Read the full poem here: www.aol.bartleby.com/270/11/298.html.  
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white folk of Altamaha voted John a good boy,—fine plough-hand, good in the rice-

fields, handy everywhere, and always good-natured and respectful. But they shook their 

heads when his mother wanted to send him off to school. “It’ll spoil him,—ruin him,” 

they said; and they talked as though they knew. But full half the black folk followed him 

proudly to the station, and carried his queer little trunk and many bundles. And there they 

shook and shook hands, and the girls kissed him shyly and the boys clapped him on the 

back. So the train came, and he pinched his little sister lovingly, and put his great arms 

about his mother’s neck, and then was away with a puff and a roar into the great yellow 

world that flamed and flared about the doubtful pilgrim. Up the coast they hurried, past 

the squares and palmettos of Savannah, through the cotton-fields and through the weary 

night, to Millville, and came with the morning to the noise and bustle of Johnstown. 

 

And they that stood behind, that morning in Altamaha, and watched the train as it 

noisily bore playmate and brother and son away to the world, had thereafter one ever-

recurring word,—“When John comes.” Then what parties were to be, and what speakings 

in the churches; what new furniture in the front room,—perhaps even a new front room; 

and there would be a new schoolhouse, with John as teacher; and then perhaps a big 

wedding; all this and more—when John comes. But the white people shook their heads. 

 

At first he was coming at Christmas-time,—but the vacation proved too short; and 

then, the next summer,—but times were hard and schooling costly, and so, instead, he 

worked in Johnstown. And so it drifted to the next summer, and the next,—till playmates 

scattered, and mother grew gray, and sister went up to the Judge’s kitchen to work. And 

still the legend lingered,—“When John comes.” 

 

Up at the Judge’s they rather liked this refrain; for they too had a John—a fair-haired, 

smooth-faced boy, who had played many a long summer’s day to its close with his darker 

namesake. “Yes, sir! John is at Princeton, sir,” said the broad-shouldered gray-haired 

Judge every morning as he marched down to the post-office. “Showing the Yankees what 

a Southern gentleman can do,” he added; and strode home again with his letters and 

papers. Up at the great pillared house they lingered long over the Princeton letter,—the 

Judge and his frail wife, his sister and growing daughters. “It’ll make a man of him,” said 

the Judge, “college is the place.” And then he asked the shy little waitress, “Well, Jennie, 

how’s your John?” and added reflectively, “Too bad, too bad your mother sent him off,—

it will spoil him.” And the waitress wondered.  

 

Thus in the far-away Southern village the world lay waiting, half consciously, the 

coming of two young men, and dreamed in an inarticulate way of new things that would 

be done and new thoughts that all would think. And yet it was singular that few thought 

of two Johns,—for the black folk thought of one John, and he was black; and the white 

folk thought of another John, and he was white. And neither world thought the other 

world’s thought, save with a vague unrest. 

 

Up in Johnstown, at the Institute, we were long puzzled at the case of John Jones. For 

a long time the clay seemed unfit for any sort of moulding. He was loud and boisterous, 

always laughing and singing, and never able to work consecutively at anything. He did 
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not know how to study; he had no idea of thoroughness; and with his tardiness, 

carelessness, and appalling good-humor, we were sore perplexed. One night we sat in 

faculty-meeting, worried and serious; for Jones was in trouble again. This last escapade 

was too much, and so we solemnly voted “that Jones, on account of repeated disorder and 

inattention to work, be suspended for the rest of the term.” 

 

It seemed to us that the first time life ever struck Jones as a really serious thing was 

when the Dean told him he must leave school. He stared at the gray-haired man blankly, 

with great eyes. “Why,—why,” he faltered, “but—I haven’t graduated!” Then the Dean 

slowly and clearly explained, reminding him of the tardiness and the carelessness, of the 

poor lessons and neglected work, of the noise and disorder, until the fellow hung his head 

in confusion. Then he said quickly, “But you won’t tell mammy and sister,—you won’t 

write mammy, now will you? For if you won’t I’ll go out into the city and work, and 

come back next term and show you something.” So the Dean promised faithfully, and 

John shouldered his little trunk, giving neither word nor look to the giggling boys, and 

walked down Carlisle Street to the great city, with sober eyes and a set and serious face. 

 

Perhaps we imagined it, but someway it seemed to us that the serious look that crept 

over his boyish face that afternoon never left it again. When he came back to us he went 

to work with all his rugged strength. It was a hard struggle, for things did not come easily 

to him,—few crowding memories of early life and teaching came to help him on his new 

way; but all the world toward which he strove was of his own building, and he builded 

slow and hard. As the light dawned lingeringly on his new creations, he sat rapt and silent 

before the vision, or wandered alone over the green campus peering through and beyond 

the world of men into a world of thought. And the thoughts at times puzzled him sorely; 

he could not see just why the circle was not square, and carried it out fifty-six decimal 

places one midnight,—would have gone further, indeed, had not the matron rapped for 

lights out. He caught terrible colds lying on his back in the meadows of nights, trying to 

think out the solar system; he had grave doubts as to the ethics of the Fall of Rome, and 

strongly suspected the Germans of being thieves and rascals, despite his text-books; he 

pondered long over every new Greek word, and wondered why this meant that and why it 

couldn’t mean something else, and how it must have felt to think all things in Greek. So 

he thought and puzzled along for himself,—pausing perplexed where others skipped 

merrily, and walking steadily through the difficulties where the rest stopped and 

surrendered. 

 

Thus he grew in body and soul, and with him his clothes seemed to grow and arrange 

themselves; coat sleeves got longer, cuffs appeared, and collars got less soiled. Now and 

then his boots shone, and a new dignity crept into his walk. And we who saw daily a new 

thoughtfulness growing in his eyes began to expect something of this plodding boy. Thus 

he passed out of the preparatory school into college, and we who watched him felt four 

more years of change, which almost transformed the tall, grave man who bowed to us 

commencement morning. He had left his queer thought-world and come back to a world 

of motion and of men. He looked now for the first time sharply about him, and wondered 

he had seen so little before. He grew slowly to feel almost for the first time the Veil that 

lay between him and the white world; he first noticed now the oppression that had not 
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seemed oppression before, differences that erstwhile seemed natural, restraints and slights 

that in his boyhood days had gone unnoticed or been greeted with a laugh. He felt angry 

now when men did not call him “Mister,” he clenched his hands at the “Jim Crow” cars, 

and chafed at the color-line that hemmed in him and his. A tinge of sarcasm crept into his 

speech, and a vague bitterness into his life; and he sat long hours wondering and planning 

a way around these crooked things. Daily he found himself shrinking from the choked 

and narrow life of his native town. And yet he always planned to go back to Altamaha,—

always planned to work there. Still, more and more as the day approached he hesitated 

with a nameless dread; and even the day after graduation he seized with eagerness the 

offer of the Dean to send him North with the quartette during the summer vacation, to 

sing for the Institute. A breath of air before the plunge, he said to himself in half apology.   

 

It was a bright September afternoon, and the streets of New York were brilliant with 

moving men. They reminded John of the sea, as he sat in the square and watched them, so 

changelessly changing, so bright and dark, so grave and gay. He scanned their rich and 

faultless clothes, the way they carried their hands, the shape of their hats; he peered into 

the hurrying carriages. Then, leaning back with a sigh, he said, “This is the World.” The 

notion suddenly seized him to see where the world was going; since many of the richer 

and brighter seemed hurrying all one way. So when a tall, light-haired young man and a 

little talkative lady came by, he rose half hesitatingly and followed them. Up the street 

they went, past stores and gay shops, across a broad square, until with a hundred others 

they entered the high portal of a great building. 

 

He was pushed toward the ticket-office with the others, and felt in his pocket for the 

new five-dollar bill he had hoarded. There seemed really no time for hesitation, so he 

drew it bravely out, passed it to the busy clerk, and received simply a ticket but no 

change. When at last he realized that he had paid five dollars to enter he knew not what, 

he stood stock-still amazed. “Be careful,” said a low voice behind him; “you must not 

lynch the colored gentleman simply because he’s in your way,” and a girl looked up 

roguishly into the eyes of her fair-haired escort. A shade of annoyance passed over the 

escort’s face. “You will not understand us at the South,” he said half impatiently, as if 

continuing an argument. “With all your professions, one never sees in the North so 

cordial and intimate relations between white and black as are everyday occurrences with 

us. Why, I remember my closest playfellow in boyhood was a little Negro named after 

me, and surely no two,—well!” The man stopped short and flushed to the roots of his 

hair, for there directly beside his reserved orchestra chairs sat the Negro he had stumbled 

over in the hallway. He hesitated and grew pale with anger, called the usher and gave him 

his card, with a few peremptory words, and slowly sat down. The lady deftly changed the 

subject. 

 

All this John did not see, for he sat in a half-maze minding the scene about him; the 

delicate beauty of the hall, the faint perfume, the moving myriad of men, the rich clothing 

and low hum of talking seemed all a part of a world so different from his, so strangely 

more beautiful than anything he had known, that he sat in dreamland, and started when, 
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after a hush, rose high and clear the music of Lohengrin’s swan.
29

 The infinite beauty of 

the wail lingered and swept through every muscle of his frame, and put it all a-tune. He 

closed his eyes and grasped the elbows of the chair, touching unwittingly the lady’s arm. 

And the lady drew away. A deep longing swelled in all his heart to rise with that clear 

music out of the dirt and dust of that low life that held him prisoned and befouled. If he 

could only live up in the free air where birds sang and setting suns had no touch of blood! 

Who had called him to be the slave and butt of all? And if he had called, what right had 

he to call when a world like this lay open before men? 

 

Then the movement changed, and fuller, mightier harmony swelled away. He looked 

thoughtfully across the hall, and wondered why the beautiful gray-haired woman looked 

so listless, and what the little man could be whispering about. He would not like to be 

listless and idle, he thought, for he felt with the music the movement of power within 

him. If he but had some master-work, some life-service, hard,—aye, bitter hard, but 

without the cringing and sickening servility, without the cruel hurt that hardened his heart 

and soul. When at last a soft sorrow crept across the violins, there came to him the vision 

of a far-off home,—the great eyes of his sister, and the dark drawn face of his mother. 

And his heart sank below the waters, even as the sea-sand sinks by the shores of 

Altamaha, only to be lifted aloft again with that last ethereal wail of the swan that 

quivered and faded away into the sky. 

 

It left John sitting so silent and rapt that he did not for some time notice the usher 

tapping him lightly on the shoulder and saying politely, “Will you step this way, please, 

sir?” A little surprised, he arose quickly at the last tap, and, turning to leave his seat, 

looked full into the face of the fair-haired young man. For the first time the young man 

recognized his dark boyhood playmate, and John knew that it was the Judge’s son. The 

white John started, lifted his hand, and then froze into his chair; the black John smiled 

lightly, then grimly, and followed the usher down the aisle. The manager was sorry, very, 

very sorry,—but he explained that some mistake had been made in selling the gentleman 

a seat already disposed of; he would refund the money, of course,—and indeed felt the 

matter keenly, and so forth, and—before he had finished John was gone, walking 

hurriedly across the square and down the broad streets, and as he passed the park he 

buttoned his coat and said, “John Jones, you’re a natural-born fool.” Then he went to his 

lodgings and wrote a letter, and tore it up; he wrote another, and threw it in the fire. Then 

he seized a scrap of paper and wrote: “Dear Mother and Sister—I am coming—John.” 

 

 “Perhaps,” said John, as he settled himself on the train, “perhaps I am to blame 

myself in struggling against my manifest destiny simply because it looks hard and 

unpleasant. Here is my duty to Altamaha plain before me; perhaps they’ll let me help 

settle the Negro problems there,—perhaps they won’t. ‘I will go in to the King, which is 

not according to the law; and if I perish, I perish.’”
30

 And then he mused and dreamed, 

and planned a life-work; and the train flew south. 
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 Lohengrin, a romantic opera by the German composer Richard Wagner (1813–83), first performed in 

1850. 
30

 Esther 4:16. 
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Down in Altamaha, after seven long years, all the world knew John was coming. The 

homes were scrubbed and scoured,—above all, one; the gardens and yards had an 

unwonted trimness, and Jennie bought a new gingham. With some finesse and 

negotiation, all the dark Methodists and Presbyterians were induced to join in a monster 

welcome at the Baptist Church; and as the day drew near, warm discussions arose on 

every corner as to the exact extent and nature of John’s accomplishments. It was noontide 

on a gray and cloudy day when he came. The black town flocked to the depot, with a 

little of the white at the edges,—a happy throng, with “Good-mawnings” and “Howdys” 

and laughing and joking and jostling. Mother sat yonder in the window watching; but 

sister Jennie stood on the platform, nervously fingering her dress,—tall and lithe, with 

soft brown skin and loving eyes peering from out a tangled wilderness of hair. John rose 

gloomily as the train stopped, for he was thinking of the “Jim Crow” car; he stepped to 

the platform, and paused: a little dingy station, a black crowd gaudy and dirty, a half-mile 

of dilapidated shanties along a straggling ditch of mud. An overwhelming sense of the 

sordidness and narrowness of it all seized him; he looked in vain for his mother, kissed 

coldly the tall, strange girl who called him brother, spoke a short, dry word here and 

there; then, lingering neither for hand-shaking nor gossip, started silently up the street, 

raising his hat merely to the last eager old aunty, to her open-mouthed astonishment. The 

people were distinctly bewildered. This silent, cold man,—was this John? Where was his 

smile and hearty hand-grasp? “’Peared kind o’ down in the mouf,” said the Methodist 

preacher thoughtfully. “Seemed monstus stuck up,” complained a Baptist sister. But the 

white postmaster from the edge of the crowd expressed the opinion of his folks plainly. 

“That damn Nigger,” said he, as he shouldered the mail and arranged his tobacco, “has 

gone North and got plum full o’ fool notions; but they won’t work in Altamaha.” And the 

crowd melted away. 

 

The meeting of welcome at the Baptist Church was a failure. Rain spoiled the 

barbecue, and thunder turned the milk in the ice-cream. When the speaking came at night, 

the house was crowded to overflowing. The three preachers had especially prepared 

themselves, but somehow John’s manner seemed to throw a blanket over everything,—he 

seemed so cold and preoccupied, and had so strange an air of restraint that the Methodist 

brother could not warm up to his theme and elicited not a single “Amen”; the 

Presbyterian prayer was but feebly responded to, and even the Baptist preacher, though 

he wakened faint enthusiasm, got so mixed up in his favorite sentence that he had to close 

it by stopping fully fifteen minutes sooner than he meant. The people moved uneasily in 

their seats as John rose to reply. He spoke slowly and methodically. The age, he said, 

demanded new ideas; we were far different from those men of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries,—with broader ideas of human brotherhood and destiny. Then he 

spoke of the rise of charity and popular education, and particularly of the spread of 

wealth and work. The question was, then, he added reflectively, looking at the low 

discolored ceiling, what part the Negroes of this land would take in the striving of the 

new century. He sketched in vague outline the new Industrial School that might rise 

among these pines, he spoke in detail of the charitable and philanthropic work that might 

be organized, of money that might be saved for banks and business. Finally he urged 

unity, and deprecated especially religious and denominational bickering. “To-day,” he 

said, with a smile, “the world cares little whether a man be Baptist or Methodist, or 



THE AFRICAN AMERICAN EXPERIENCE AND THE NEED FOR CIVIL RIGHTS 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

58 

 

indeed a churchman at all, so long as he is good and true. What difference does it make 

whether a man be baptized in river or wash-bowl, or not at all? Let’s leave all that 

littleness, and look higher.” Then, thinking of nothing else, he slowly sat down. A painful 

hush seized that crowded mass. Little had they understood of what he said, for he spoke 

an unknown tongue, save the last word about baptism; that they knew, and they sat very 

still while the clock ticked. Then at last a low suppressed snarl came from the Amen 

corner, and an old bent man arose, walked over the seats, and climbed straight up into the 

pulpit. He was wrinkled and black, with scant gray and tufted hair; his voice and hands 

shook as with palsy; but on his face lay the intense rapt look of the religious fanatic. He 

seized the Bible with his rough, huge hands; twice he raised it inarticulate, and then fairly 

burst into the words, with rude and awful eloquence. He quivered, swayed, and bent; then 

rose aloft in perfect majesty, till the people moaned and wept, wailed and shouted, and a 

wild shrieking arose from the corners where all the pent-up feeling of the hour gathered 

itself and rushed into the air. John never knew clearly what the old man said; he only felt 

himself held up to scorn and scathing denunciation for trampling on the true Religion, 

and he realized with amazement that all unknowingly he had put rough, rude hands on 

something this little world held sacred. He arose silently, and passed out into the night. 

Down toward the sea he went, in the fitful starlight, half conscious of the girl who 

followed timidly after him. When at last he stood upon the bluff, he turned to his little 

sister and looked upon her sorrowfully, remembering with sudden pain how little thought 

he had given her. He put his arm about her and let her passion of tears spend itself on his 

shoulder.  

 

Long they stood together, peering over the gray unresting water. 

 

“John,” she said, “does it make every one—unhappy when they study and learn lots 

of things?”  

 

He paused and smiled. “I am afraid it does,” he said. 

 

“And, John, are you glad you studied?” 

 

“Yes,” came the answer, slowly but positively. 

 

She watched the flickering lights upon the sea, and said thoughtfully, “I wish I was 

unhappy,—and—and,” putting both arms about his neck, “I think I am, a little, John.” 

 

It was several days later that John walked up to the Judge’s house to ask for the 

privilege of teaching the Negro school. The Judge himself met him at the front door, 

stared a little hard at him, and said brusquely, “Go ’round to the kitchen door, John, and 

wait.” Sitting on the kitchen steps, John stared at the corn, thoroughly perplexed. What on 

earth had come over him? Every step he made offended some one. He had come to save 

his people, and before he left the depot he had hurt them. He sought to teach them at the 

church, and had outraged their deepest feelings. He had schooled himself to be respectful 

to the Judge, and then blundered into his front door. And all the time he had meant 

right,—and yet, and yet, somehow he found it so hard and strange to fit his old 
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surroundings again, to find his place in the world about him. He could not remember that 

he used to have any difficulty in the past, when life was glad and gay. The world seemed 

smooth and easy then. Perhaps,—but his sister came to the kitchen door just then and said 

the Judge awaited him. 

 

The Judge sat in the dining-room amid his morning’s mail, and he did not ask John to 

sit down. He plunged squarely into the business. “You’ve come for the school, I suppose. 

Well, John, I want to speak to you plainly. You know I’m a friend to your people. I’ve 

helped you and your family, and would have done more if you hadn’t got the notion of 

going off. Now I like the colored people, and sympathize with all their reasonable 

aspirations; but you and I both know, John, that in this country the Negro must remain 

subordinate, and can never expect to be the equal of white men. In their place, your 

people can be honest and respectful; and God knows, I’ll do what I can to help them. But 

when they want to reverse nature, and rule white men, and marry white women, and sit in 

my parlor, then, by God! we’ll hold them under if we have to lynch every Nigger in the 

land. Now, John, the question is, are you, with your education and Northern notions, 

going to accept the situation and teach the darkies to be faithful servants and laborers as 

your fathers were,—I knew your father, John, he belonged to my brother, and he was a 

good Nigger. Well—well, are you going to be like him, or are you going to try to put fool 

ideas of rising and equality into these folks’ heads, and make them discontented and 

unhappy?” 

 

“I am going to accept the situation, Judge Henderson,” answered John, with a brevity 

that did not escape the keen old man. He hesitated a moment, and then said shortly, 

“Very well,—we’ll try you awhile. Good-morning.” 

 

It was a full month after the opening of the Negro school that the other John came 

home, tall, gay, and headstrong. The mother wept, the sisters sang. The whole white town 

was glad. A proud man was the Judge, and it was a goodly sight to see the two swinging 

down Main Street together. And yet all did not go smoothly between them, for the 

younger man could not and did not veil his contempt for the little town, and plainly had 

his heart set on New York. Now the one cherished ambition of the Judge was to see his 

son mayor of Altamaha, representative to the legislature, and—who could say?—

governor of Georgia. So the argument often waxed hot between them. “Good heavens, 

father,” the younger man would say after dinner, as he lighted a cigar and stood by the 

fireplace, “you surely don’t expect a young fellow like me to settle down permanently in 

this—this God-forgotten town with nothing but mud and Negroes?” “I did,” the Judge 

would answer laconically; and on this particular day it seemed from the gathering scowl 

that he was about to add something more emphatic, but neighbors had already begun to 

drop in to admire his son, and the conversation drifted. 

 

“Heah that John is livenin’ things up at the darky school,” volunteered the postmaster, 

after a pause. 

 

“What now?” asked the Judge, sharply. 
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“Oh, nothin’ in particulah,—just his almighty air and uppish ways. B’lieve I did heah 

somethin’ about his givin’ talks on the French Revolution, equality, and such like. He’s 

what I call a dangerous Nigger.”  

 

“Have you heard him say anything out of the way?” 

 

“Why, no,—but Sally, our girl, told my wife a lot of rot. Then, too, I don’t need to 

heah: a Nigger what won’t say ‘sir’ to a white man, or—” 

 

“Who is this John?” interrupted the son. 

 

“Why, it’s little black John, Peggy’s son,—your old playfellow.” 

 

The young man’s face flushed angrily, and then he laughed. 

 

“Oh,” said he, “it’s the darky that tried to force himself into a seat beside the lady I 

was escorting—” 

 

But Judge Henderson waited to hear no more. He had been nettled all day, and now at 

this he rose with a half-smothered oath, took his hat and cane, and walked straight to the 

schoolhouse. 

 

For John, it had been a long, hard pull to get things started in the rickety old shanty 

that sheltered his school. The Negroes were rent into factions for and against him, the 

parents were careless, the children irregular and dirty, and books, pencils, and slates 

largely missing. Nevertheless, he struggled hopefully on, and seemed to see at last some 

glimmering of dawn. The attendance was larger and the children were a shade cleaner 

this week. Even the booby class in reading showed a little comforting progress. So John 

settled himself with renewed patience this afternoon. 

 

“Now, Mandy,” he said cheerfully, “that’s better; but you mustn’t chop your words 

up so: ‘If—the—man—goes.’ Why, your little brother even wouldn’t tell a story that 

way, now would he?” 

 

“Naw, suh, he cain’t talk.” 

 

“All right; now let’s try again: ‘If the man—’”  

 

“John!” 

 

The whole school started in surprise, and the teacher half arose, as the red, angry face 

of the Judge appeared in the open doorway. 

 

“John, this school is closed. You children can go home and get to work. The white 

people of Altamaha are not spending their money on black folks to have their heads 

crammed with impudence and lies. Clear out! I’ll lock the door myself.” 



W. E. B. Du Bois, “Of the Coming of John” 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

61 

 

Up at the great pillared house the tall young son wandered aimlessly about after his 

father’s abrupt departure. In the house there was little to interest him; the books were old 

and stale, the local newspaper flat, and the women had retired with headaches and 

sewing. He tried a nap, but it was too warm. So he sauntered out into the fields, 

complaining disconsolately, “Good Lord! how long will this imprisonment last!” He was 

not a bad fellow,—just a little spoiled and self-indulgent, and as headstrong as his proud 

father. He seemed a young man pleasant to look upon, as he sat on the great black stump 

at the edge of the pines idly swinging his legs and smoking. “Why, there isn’t even a girl 

worth getting up a respectable flirtation with,” he growled. Just then his eye caught a tall, 

willowy figure hurrying toward him on the narrow path. He looked with interest at first, 

and then burst into a laugh as he said, “Well, I declare, if it isn’t Jennie, the little brown 

kitchen-maid! Why, I never noticed before what a trim little body she is. Hello, Jennie! 

Why, you haven’t kissed me since I came home,” he said gaily. The young girl stared at 

him in surprise and confusion,—faltered something inarticulate, and attempted to pass. 

But a willful mood had seized the young idler, and he caught at her arm. Frightened, she 

slipped by; and half mischievously he turned and ran after her through the tall pines. 

 

Yonder, toward the sea, at the end of the path, came John slowly, with his head down. 

He had turned wearily homeward from the schoolhouse; then, thinking to shield his 

mother from the blow, started to meet his sister as she came from work and break the 

news of his dismissal to her. “I’ll go away,” he said slowly; “I’ll go away and find work, 

and send for them. I cannot live here longer.” And then the fierce, buried anger surged up 

into his throat. He waved his arms and hurried wildly up the path. 

 

The great brown sea lay silent. The air scarce breathed. The dying day bathed the 

twisted oaks and mighty pines in black and gold. There came from the wind no warning, 

not a whisper from the cloudless sky. There was only a black man hurrying on with an 

ache in his heart, seeing neither sun nor sea, but starting as from a dream at the frightened 

cry that woke the pines, to see his dark sister struggling in the arms of a tall and fair-

haired man. 

 

He said not a word, but, seizing a fallen limb, struck him with all the pent-up hatred 

of his great black arm; and the body lay white and still beneath the pines, all bathed in 

sunshine and in blood. John looked at it dreamily, then walked back to the house briskly, 

and said in a soft voice, “Mammy, I’m going away,—I’m going to be free.” 

 

She gazed at him dimly and faltered, “No’th, honey, is yo’ gwine No’th agin?” 

 

He looked out where the North Star glistened pale above the waters, and said, “Yes, 

mammy, I’m going—North.” 

 

Then, without another word, he went out into the narrow lane, up by the straight 

pines, to the same winding path, and seated himself on the great black stump, looking at 

the blood where the body had lain. Yonder in the gray past he had played with that dead 

boy, romping together under the solemn trees. The night deepened; he thought of the 

boys at Johnstown. He wondered how Brown had turned out, and Carey? And Jones,—
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Jones? Why, he was Jones, and he wondered what they would all say when they knew, 

when they knew, in that great long dining-room with its hundreds of merry eyes. Then as 

the sheen of the starlight stole over him, he thought of the gilded ceiling of that vast 

concert hall, and heard stealing toward him the faint sweet music of the swan. Hark! was 

it music, or the hurry and shouting of men? Yes, surely! Clear and high the faint sweet 

melody rose and fluttered like a living thing, so that the very earth trembled as with the 

tramp of horses and murmur of angry men. 

 

He leaned back and smiled toward the sea, whence rose the strange melody, away 

from the dark shadows where lay the noise of horses galloping, galloping on. With an 

effort he roused himself, bent forward, and looked steadily down the pathway, softly 

humming the “Song of the Bride,”— 

 

“Freudig geführt, ziehet dahin.”
31

 

 

Amid the trees in the dim morning twilight he watched their shadows dancing and 

heard their horses thundering toward him, until at last they came sweeping like a storm, 

and he saw in front that haggard white-haired man, whose eyes flashed red with fury. Oh, 

how he pitied him,—pitied him,—and wondered if he had the coiling twisted rope. Then, 

as the storm burst round him, he rose slowly to his feet and turned his closed eyes toward 

the Sea.  

 

And the world whistled in his ears. 

                                                           
31

 “Joyfully guided, come to this place.” Although this is the opening line of the “Song of the Bride” from 

Wagner’s Lohengrin, Du Bois uses “freudig geführt” (joyfully guided) rather than Wagner’s “treulich 

geführt” (faithfully guided).  
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Stranger in the Village 

from Notes of a Native Son
 

JAMES BALDWIN 

 
On the threshold of the Civil Rights Movement, author and social critic James Baldwin 

(1924–87) gained a widespread following in America—among whites as well as blacks—

for his lacerating accounts of black suffering and American injustice. But Baldwin did 

more than rage. He also reflected deeply—and deeper than most commentators, then and 

now—on the relation between American blacks and the white Western world into which 

they have been forcibly inserted.  

 

In this selection, from his collection of essays Notes of a Native Son (1955), Baldwin 

first describes his experiences living as the only black person in a Swiss mountain 

village, where he is an object of wonder and curiosity. Then, in the excerpts reproduced 

here, he uses that experience of being a stranger to reflect more generally on why blacks 

are alienated in the West altogether and in America in particular. What, according to 

Baldwin, is responsible for the special difficulties that black people—and white people—

face in America because of their historical relationship through the institution of slavery? 

How do African American slaves and their descendants differ from other slaves in human 

history, and also from other black people throughout the world? What does Baldwin 

mean by saying: “At the root of the American Negro problem is the necessity of the 

American white man to find a way of living with the Negro in order to be able to live with 

himself”? Do you think he is right? Toward the end of the selection, Baldwin seems to 

imply that the black-white experience in America also holds out a great promise for 

America. What is that promise? Is he right? 

 
There is a dreadful abyss between the streets of this village and the streets of the city in 

which I was born, between the children who shout Neger! today and those who shouted 

Nigger! yesterday—the abyss is experience, the American experience. The syllable 

hurled behind me today expresses, above all, wonder: I am a stranger here. But I am not a 

stranger in America and the same syllable riding on the American air expresses the war 

my presence has occasioned in the American soul.  

 

Read this essay here: https://pantherfile.uwm.edu/gjay/www/Whiteness/stranger.htm. 

 

https://pantherfile.uwm.edu/gjay/www/Whiteness/stranger.htm
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The Battle Royal 

from Invisible Man
 

RALPH ELLISON 

 
The black man’s quest for his own identity and the recognition of his humanity is the 

theme of Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison (1914–94), arguably the twentieth century’s 

greatest novel about the African American experience. (It was published in 1952). In this 

selection, the novel’s first chapter, Ellison’s young protagonist/narrator embarks on a 

long journey “to achieve a realization everyone else appears to have been born with: 

That I am nobody but myself. But first I had to discover that I am an invisible man!” 

Most of the chapter offers a horrifying account of the young man’s degrading 

experiences at the hands of the town’s leading white citizens before whom he has to give 

a prize-winning speech. But hovering over the tale, and indeed of his entire journey, is 

his attempt to understand the startling deathbed confession of his grandfather—a man 

who had been “the meekest of men” during his life, and whom he is said to “take 

after”—who reveals that his passivity has been a form of treason and espionage in an 

ongoing war, and who urges his family to “keep up the good fight”: “Live with your 

head in the lion’s mouth. I want you to overcome ’em with yeses, undermine ’em with 

grins, agree ’em to death and destruction, let ’em swolller you till they vomit or bust wide 

open.” 

 

What does the “battle royal” reveal about the town’s “leading white citizens,” and 

what is the meaning of their actions toward the young black men? How does the narrator 

conduct himself, and what do you think of him as a result? Is there any connection 

between his grandfather’s instructions and the way he handles the searing, humiliating, 

and degrading experience?  

 

As his prize, the narrator is presented with a “gleaming calfskin brief case,” and told 

to “keep developing as you are and some day it will be filled with important papers that 

will help shape the destiny of your people.” Inside the case was a scholarship to the state 

college for Negroes. The young man is overjoyed, as is his own community to which he 

returns triumphant. “I even felt safe from grandfather,” he says, “whose deathbed curse 

usually spoiled my triumphs.” But, in the end, he is unable to escape. At night, he dreams 

of going to a circus with his grandfather, who “refused to laugh at the clowns no matter 

what they did,” and who later instructs him to open the brief case. Inside, the narrator 

finds an official envelope with a state seal. He opens it only to find another envelope, 

then another and another and another. The last envelope contains an engraved 

document, which his grandfather commands him to read out loud: “‘To Whom It May 

Concern,’ [he] intoned, ‘Keep This Nigger-Boy Running.’” The narrator awakens with 

his grandfather’s laughter ringing in his ears. What is the meaning of the young man’s 

dream? Are you any closer to understanding what it means to be an invisible man? 

 
It goes a long way back, some twenty years. All my life I had been looking for 

something, and everywhere I turned someone tried to tell me what it was. I accepted their 
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answers too, though they were often in contradiction and even self-contradictory. I was 

naive. I was looking for myself and asking everyone except myself questions which I, 

and only I, could answer. It took me a long time and much painful boomeranging of my 

expectations to achieve a realization everyone else appears to have been born with: That I 

am nobody but myself. But first I had to discover that I am an invisible man! 

 

Read the story here: http://brainmass.com/english/creative-writing/39668.  

 

 

http://brainmass.com/english/creative-writing/39668
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How It Feels to Be Colored Me
 

ZORA NEALE HURSTON 

 
The problem of personal identity, emphasized by both James Baldwin and Ralph Ellison 

in the two previous selections, is managed differently by other African Americans. In this 

personal essay (dated 1928) discussing her own self-understanding, the American author, 

folklorist, and anthropologist Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960) appears to be anything 

but conflicted, alienated, or angry. On the contrary, she speaks as if being colored is no 

big deal for her: “I have no separate feeling about being an American citizen and 

colored. I am merely a fragment of the Great Soul that surges within the boundaries. My 

country, right or wrong.” Is she being sincere or ironic? What does she mean when she 

says, “At certain times I have no race, I am me”? Can her identity—and our identity—as 

“me” ever really be utterly disconnected from race? What enables Hurston not to be 

angry? What is the basis of her strong sense of identity and personal self-worth? 

 
I am colored but I offer nothing in the way of extenuating circumstances except the fact 

that I am the only Negro in the United States whose grandfather on the mother’s side was 

not an Indian chief. 

 

I remember the very day that I became colored. Up to my thirteenth year I lived in the 

little Negro town of Eatonville, Florida. It is exclusively a colored town. The only white 

people I knew passed through the town going to or coming from Orlando. The native 

whites rode dusty horses, the Northern tourists chugged down the sandy village road in 

automobiles. The town knew the Southerners and never stopped cane chewing when they 

passed. But the Northerners were something else again. They were peered at cautiously 

from behind curtains by the timid. The more venturesome would come out on the porch 

to watch them go past and got just as much pleasure out of the tourists as the tourists got 

out of the village. 

 

The front porch might seem a daring place for the rest of the town, but it was a 

gallery seat for me. My favorite place was atop the gatepost. Proscenium box for a born 

first-nighter. Not only did I enjoy the show, but I didn’t mind the actors knowing that I 

liked it. I usually spoke to them in passing. I’d wave at them and when they returned my 

salute, I would say something like this: “Howdy-do-well-I-thank-you-where-you-goin’?” 

Usually automobile or the horse paused at this, and after a queer exchange of 

compliments, I would probably “go a piece of the way” with them, as we say in farthest 

Florida. If one of my family happened to come to the front in time to see me, of course 

negotiations would be rudely broken off. But even so, it is clear that I was the first 

“welcome-to-our-state” Floridian, and I hope the Miami Chamber of Commerce will 

please take notice. 

 

During this period, white people differed from colored to me only in that they rode 

through town and never lived there. They liked to hear me “speak pieces” and sing and 

wanted to see me dance the parse-me-la, and gave me generously of their small silver for 
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doing these things, which seemed strange to me for I wanted to do them so much that I 

needed bribing to stop, only they didn’t know it. The colored people gave no dimes. They 

deplored any joyful tendencies in me, but I was their Zora nevertheless. I belonged to 

them, to the nearby hotels, to the county—everybody’s Zora. 

 

But changes came in the family when I was thirteen, and I was sent to school in 

Jacksonville. I left Eatonville, the town of the oleanders, a Zora. When I disembarked 

from the river-boat at Jacksonville, she was no more. It seemed that I had suffered a sea 

change. I was not Zora of Orange County any more, I was now a little colored girl. I 

found it out in certain ways. In my heart as well as in the mirror, I became a fast brown—

warranted not to rub nor run. 

 

But I am not tragically colored. There is no great sorrow dammed up in my soul, nor 

lurking behind my eyes. I do not mind at all. I do not belong to the sobbing school of 

Negrohood who hold that nature somehow has given them a lowdown dirty deal and 

whose feelings are all but about it. Even in the helter-skelter skirmish that is my life, I 

have seen that the world is to the strong regardless of a little pigmentation more or less. 

No, I do not weep at the world—I am too busy sharpening my oyster knife. 

 

Someone is always at my elbow reminding me that I am the granddaughter of slaves. 

It fails to register depression with me. Slavery is sixty years in the past. The operation 

was successful and the patient is doing well, thank you. The terrible struggle that made 

me an American out of a potential slave said “On the line!” The Reconstruction said “Get 

set!” and the generation before said “Go!” I am off to a flying start and I must not halt in 

the stretch to look behind and weep. Slavery is the price I paid for civilization, and the 

choice was not with me. It is a bully adventure and worth all that I have paid through my 

ancestors for it. No one on earth ever had a greater chance for glory. The world to be won 

and nothing to be lost. It is thrilling to think—to know that for any act of mine, I shall get 

twice as much praise or twice as much blame. It is quite exciting to hold the center of the 

national stage, with the spectators not knowing whether to laugh or to weep. 

 

The position of my white neighbor is much more difficult. No brown specter pulls up 

a chair beside me when I sit down to eat. No dark ghost thrusts its leg against mine in 

bed. The game of keeping what one has is never so exciting as the game of getting. 

 

I do not always feel colored. Even now I often achieve the unconscious Zora of 

Eatonville before the Hegira.
32

 I feel most colored when I am thrown against a sharp 

white background. 

 

For instance at Barnard. “Beside the waters of the Hudson” I feel my race. Among the 

thousand white persons, I am a dark rock surged upon, and overswept, but through it all, I 

remain myself. When covered by the waters, I am; and the ebb but reveals me again. 

 

Sometimes it is the other way around. A white person is set down in our midst, but 

the contrast is just as sharp for me. For instance, when I sit in the drafty basement that is 

                                                           
32

 An emigration escape or flight. 
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The New World Cabaret with a white person, my color comes. We enter chatting about 

any little nothing that we have in common and are seated by the jazz waiters. In the 

abrupt way that jazz orchestras have, this one plunges into a number. It loses no time in 

circumlocutions, but gets right down to business. It constricts the thorax and splits the 

heart with its tempo and narcotic harmonies. This orchestra grows rambunctious, rears on 

its hind legs and attacks the tonal veil with primitive fury, rending it, clawing it until it 

breaks through to the jungle beyond. I follow those heathen—follow them exultingly. I 

dance wildly inside myself; I yell within, I whoop; I shake my assegai
33

 above my head, I 

hurl it true to the mark yeeeeooww! I am in the jungle and living in the jungle way. My 

face is painted red and yellow and my body is painted blue. My pulse is throbbing like a 

war drum. I want to slaughter something—give pain, give death to what, I do not know. 

But the piece ends. The men of the orchestra wipe their lips and rest their fingers. I creep 

back slowly to the veneer we call civilization with the last tone and find the white friend 

sitting motionless in his seat, smoking calmly. 

 

“Good music they have here,” he remarks, drumming the table with his fingertips. 

 

Music. The great blobs of purple and red emotion have not touched him. He has only 

heard what I felt. He is far away and I see him but dimly across the ocean and the 

continent that have fallen between us. He is so pale with his whiteness then and I am so 

colored. 

 

At certain times I have no race, I am me. When I set my hat at a certain angle and 

saunter down Seventh Avenue, Harlem City, feeling as snooty as the lions in front of the 

Forty-Second Street Library, for instance. So far as my feelings are concerned, Peggy 

Hopkins Joyce on the Boule Mich
34

 with her gorgeous raiment, stately carriage, knees 

knocking together in a most aristocratic manner, has nothing on me. The cosmic Zora 

emerges. I belong to no race nor time. I am the eternal feminine with its string of beads. 

 

I have no separate feeling about being an American citizen and colored. I am merely a 

fragment of the Great Soul that surges within the boundaries. My country, right or wrong. 

 

Sometimes, I feel discriminated against, but it does not make me angry. It merely 

astonishes me. How can any deny themselves the pleasure of my company? It’s beyond 

me. 

 

But in the main, I feel like a brown bag of miscellany propped against a wall. Against 

a wall in company with other bags, white, red and yellow. Pour out the contents, and 

there is discovered a jumble of small things priceless and worthless. A first-water 

diamond, an empty spool, bits of broken glass, lengths of string, a key to a door long 

since crumbled away, a rusty knife-blade, old shoes saved for a road that never was and 

never will be, a nail bent under the weight of things too heavy for any nail, a dried flower 

or two still a little fragrant. In your hand is the brown bag. On the ground before you is 

                                                           
33

 A pole weapon used by African tribes for throwing or hurling. 
34

 Peggy Hopkins Joyce (1893–1957), an American actress famous for her lavish lifestyle. The Boulevard 

Saint-Michel (Boule Mich) is one of the two major streets in the Latin Quarter of Paris. 
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the jumble it held—so much like the jumble in the bags, could they be emptied, that all 

might be dumped in a single heap and the bags refilled without altering the content of any 

greatly. A bit of colored glass more or less would not matter. Perhaps that is how the 

Great Stuffer of Bags filled them in the first place—who knows? 
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From Notes of a Native Son
 

JAMES BALDWIN 

 
In this title essay from his 1955 collection (written from France to which he had moved in 

1948), James Baldwin (1924–87) interweaves the story of his response to his father’s 

death (in 1943) with reflections on black-white relations in America, and especially in the 

Harlem of his youth. It was in 1943 that Baldwin met the Negro novelist, Richard Wright, 

author of Black Boy (1937) and Native Son (1940), who became for a time Baldwin’s 

mentor until they had a falling out when Baldwin wrote a critique of Wright’s Native 

Son. The emotional struggles between son and father, pupil and mentor, are present in 

this essay, side by side with the deep reflections on the emotional struggles he 

experiences in relation to white America. In 1957, Baldwin returned for a while to the 

United States to take part in the movement for civil rights. 

 

What, to begin with, was Baldwin’s relation to his father, and what was his legacy 

from his father? What did he learn in his year living on his own in New Jersey, and what 

was the “dread, chronic disease” that he first contracted there? What does Baldwin 

learn about his father from the funeral? What does he mean when he writes, “It was the 

Lord who knew of the impossibility every parent in that room faced: how to prepare the 

child for the day when the child would be despised and how to create in the child—by 

what means?—a stronger antidote to this poison than one had found for oneself”? What 

enables him to say, and why does he say, “blackness and whiteness did not matter; to 

believe that they did was to acquiesce in one’s own destruction”? What is his final 

judgment about hatred, and about the proper stance toward injustice? 

 

On the 29th of July, in 1943, my father died. On the same day, a few hours later, his last 

child was born. Over a month before this, while all our energies were concentrated in 

waiting for these events, there had been, in Detroit, one of the bloodiest race riots of the 

century. A few hours after my father’s funeral, while he lay in state in the undertaker’s 

chapel, a race riot broke out in Harlem. On the morning of the 3rd of August, we drove 

my father to the graveyard through a wilderness of smashed plate glass. 

 

Read the essay here: http://english.duke.edu/uploads/media_items/baldwin-native-

son.original.pdf. 

 

http://english.duke.edu/uploads/media_items/baldwin-native-son.original.pdf
http://english.duke.edu/uploads/media_items/baldwin-native-son.original.pdf
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One Friday Morning
 

LANGSTON HUGHES 

 
Even in the not-officially-segregated North, there was often a wide gulf between the 

color-blindness of the American dream and the racial discrimination in daily life, which, 

early in their lives, crushed the aspirations and dashed the hopes of promising young 

black Americans. In this story (published in 1941), celebrated poet, novelist, and 

playwright Langston Hughes (1902–67) describes such an incident in the life of a 

talented and proud American high school student, Nancy Lee Johnson, whose family had 

moved from the Deep South to the North so that she might have better opportunities. 

Describe Nancy Lee. What do we learn about her from her picture, which “had come out 

of her soul, her own life”? What, to begin with, are her attitudes toward her country and 

toward her race? Has it changed by the end? What do you think of Miss O’Shay’s speech 

to Nancy Lee, and can her story about the Irish become Nancy Lee’s? Is Nancy Lee’s 

hope at the end unrealistic? Has the move North been in vain? Is color-blindness a 

possible or desirable prospect in America—for blacks? For whites? For everyone? If 

racial prejudice is at odds with the American Dream, what about racial pride and racial 

preferences? 

 
The thrilling news did not come directly to Nancy Lee, but it came in little indirections 

that finally added themselves up to one tremendous fact: she had won the prize! But 

being a calm and quiet young lady, she did not say anything, although the whole high 

school buzzed with rumors, guesses, reportedly authentic announcements on the part of 

students who had no right to be making announcements at all—since no student really 

knew yet who had won this year’s art scholarship.  

 

Read the story here: 

http://books.google.com/books?id=yVoEAAAAMBAJ&lpg=PA214&ots=DzYgul5tG8&

dq=langston%20hughes%20one%20friday%20morning&pg=PA216#v=onepage&q=lang

ston%20hughes%20one%20friday%20morning&f=false.  

 

http://books.google.com/books?id=yVoEAAAAMBAJ&lpg=PA214&ots=DzYgul5tG8&dq=langston%20hughes%20one%20friday%20morning&pg=PA216#v=onepage&q=langston%20hughes%20one%20friday%20morning&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=yVoEAAAAMBAJ&lpg=PA214&ots=DzYgul5tG8&dq=langston%20hughes%20one%20friday%20morning&pg=PA216#v=onepage&q=langston%20hughes%20one%20friday%20morning&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=yVoEAAAAMBAJ&lpg=PA214&ots=DzYgul5tG8&dq=langston%20hughes%20one%20friday%20morning&pg=PA216#v=onepage&q=langston%20hughes%20one%20friday%20morning&f=false
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God Bless America 
 

JOHN O. KILLENS 

 
The absurdity of racial discrimination and segregation is rarely more evident than when 

it appears in the armed forces, as Americans of all races are called upon to fight and risk 

their lives for our common country. This poignant tale (1952) by black novelist, essayist, 

editor, and cofounder of the Harlem Writers Guild John Oliver Killens (1916–87) drives 

the point home. Although African Americans had fought in all of America’s wars, with 

over one million serving in the armed forces during World War II, all branches of the 

military were segregated until 1948, when President Harry Truman, by executive order, 

abolished segregation in the armed forces and ordered full integration of the services. 

Resistance persisted and implementation was slow; full integration was not achieved 

until after the end of the Korean War, the time period in which Killens’ story is set. It 

deals with the departure of a Negro soldier, Joe, headed for Korea. 

 

How does Joe understand his military service? Why is he willing to risk his life for 

the United States? With whom do you identify more, Joe or his friend Luke Robinson—or 

Joe’s wife Cleo? Why, at the end, is Joe disillusioned and angered? Why and how does 

Joe go forward, despite his anger and shame? Do you admire him for doing so? 

 
Joe’s dark eyes searched frantically for Cleo as he marched with the other Negro soldiers 

up the long thoroughfare towards the boat. Women were running out to the line of march, 

crying and laughing and kissing the men good-by. But where the hell was Cleo? 

 

Read the story here: 

http://books.google.com/books?id=xu4XFIpVDDIC&lpg=PP1&pg=PT324#v=onepage&

q&f=false.  

 

 

 

 

http://books.google.com/books?id=xu4XFIpVDDIC&lpg=PP1&pg=PT324#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=xu4XFIpVDDIC&lpg=PP1&pg=PT324#v=onepage&q&f=false
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Liars Don’t Qualify
 

JUNIUS EDWARDS 
 
Notwithstanding the abundant social and personal degradations and humiliations 

experienced by African Americans as a result of segregation and other racist denials of 

equal access and human dignity, nothing compares politically to the systematic denial of 

their right to vote. The Fifteenth Amendment to the Constitution, ratified in 1870, 

established that “the right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or 

abridged by the United States or by any State on account of race, color, or previous 

condition of servitude.” But all through the South, that right was thwarted by the use of 

poll taxes and literacy tests, and by various informal kinds of obstruction and 

intimidation.  

 

This prize-winning story, published in 1961 (before the Civil Rights and Voting 

Rights Acts of 1964 and 1965) by Louisiana-born writer and entrepreneur Junius 

Edwards (1929–2008), poignantly recounts an episode of the latter. Will Harris, like 

Edwards an Army veteran, tries to register in his hometown somewhere in the South, but 

is given a hard time by two good ol’ boys, Sam and Charlie. What is the purpose of their 

questions and comments? Why all the questions about Will Harris’ job? What is the effect 

of the interrogation on each of the participants? What do you think of the way Will 

Harris conducted himself? What do you think of the end of the story, and Harris’ 

encounter with the American flag? Has he lost his love of country? Were you in his place, 

would you have lost it? 

 
Will Harris sat on the bench in the waiting room for another hour. His pride was not the 

only thing that hurt. He wanted them to call him in and get him registered so he could get 

out of there. Twice, he started to go into the inner office and tell them, but he thought 

better of it. He had counted ninety-six cigarette butts on the floor when a fat man came 

out of the office and spoke to him.  

 

“What you want, boy?”  

 

Will Harris got to his feet. 

 

“I came to register.”  

 

“Oh, you did, did you?” 

 

“Yes, sir.” 

 

The fat man stared at Will for a second, then turned his back to him. 

 

As he turned his back, he said, “Come on in here.” 
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Will went in. 

 

It was a little office and dirty, but not so dirty as the waiting room. There were no 

cigarette butts on the floor here. Instead, there was paper. They looked like candy 

wrappers to Will. There were two desks jammed in there, and a bony little man sat at one 

of them, his head down, his fingers fumbling with some papers. The fat man went around 

the empty desk and pulled up a chair. The bony man did not look up.  

 

Will stood in front of the empty desk and watched the fat man sit down behind it. The 

fat man swung his chair around until he faced the little man.  

 

“Charlie,” he said.  

 

“Yeah, Sam,” Charlie said, not looking up from his work. 

 

“Charlie. This boy here says he came to register.”  

 

“You sure? You sure that’s what he said, Sam?” Still not looking up. “You sure? You 

better ask him again, Sam.” 

 

“All right, Charlie. All right. I’ll ask him again,” the fat man said. He looked up at 

Will. “Boy. What you come here for?”  

 

“I came to register.”  

 

The fat man stared up at him. He didn’t say anything. He just stared, his lips a thin 

line, his eyes wide open. His left hand searched behind him and came up with a 

handkerchief. He raised his left arm and mopped his face with the handkerchief, his eyes 

still on Will.  

 

The odor from under his sweat-soaked arm made Will step back. Will held his breath 

until the fat man finished mopping his face. The fat man put his handkerchief away. He 

pulled a desk drawer open, and then he took his eyes off Will. He reached in the desk 

drawer and took out a bar of candy. He took the wrapper off the candy and threw the 

wrapper on the floor at Will’s feet. He looked at Will and ate the candy. 

 

Will stood there and tried to keep his face straight. He kept telling himself: I’ll take 

anything. I’ll take anything to get it done.  

 

The fat man kept his eyes on Will and finished the candy. He took out his 

handkerchief and wiped his mouth. He grinned, then he put his handkerchief away.  

 

“Charlie.” The fat man turned to the little man.  

 

“Yeah, Sam.”  
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“He says he come to register.” 

 

“Sam, are you sure?”  

 

“Pretty sure, Charlie.”  

 

“Well, explain to him what it’s about.” The bony man still had not looked up.  

 

“All right, Charlie,” Sam said, and looked up at Will. “Boy, when folks come here, 

they intend to vote, so they register first.”  

 

“That’s what I want to do,” Will said.  

 

“What’s that? Say that again.”  

 

“That’s what I want to do. Register and vote.”  

 

The fat man turned his head to the bony man.  

 

“Charlie.”  

 

“Yea, Sam.”  

 

“He says . . . Charlie, this boy says he wants to register and vote.”  

 

The bony man looked up from his desk for the first time. He looked at Sam, then both 

of them looked at Will.  

 

Will looked from one of them to the other, one to the other. It was hot, and he wanted 

to sit down. Anything. I’ll take anything.  

 

The man called Charlie turned back to his work, and Sam swung his chair around 

until he faced Will.  

 

“You got a job?” he said.  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“Boy, you know what you’re doing?”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“All right,” Sam said. “All right.”  

 

Just then, Will heard the door open behind him, and someone came in. It was a man.  
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“How you all? How about registering.” 

 

Sam smiled. Charlie looked up and smiled.  

 

“Take care of you right away,” Sam said, and then to Will. “Boy. Wait outside.”  

 

As Will went out, he heard Sam’s voice: “Take a seat, please. Take a seat. Have you 

fixed up in a little bit. Now, what’s your name?”  

 

“Thanks,” the man said, and Will heard the scrape of a chair.  

 

Will closed the door and went back to his bench.  

 

Anything. Anything. Anything. I’ll take it all.  

 

Pretty soon the man came out smiling. Sam came out behind him, and he called Will 

and told him to come in. Will went in and stood before the desk. Sam told him he wanted 

to see his papers: Discharge, High School Diploma, Birth Certificate, Social Security 

Card, and some other papers. Will had them all. He felt good when he handed them to 

Sam.  

 

“You belong to any organization?”  

 

“No, sir.”  

 

“Pretty sure about that?”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“You ever heard of the 15th Amendment?”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“What does that one say?”  

 

“It’s the one that says all citizens can vote.”  

 

“You like that, don’t you, boy? Don’t you?”  

 

“Yes, sir. I like them all.”  

 

Sam’s eyes got big. He slammed his right first down on his desk top. “I didn’t ask 

you that. I asked you if you liked the 15th Amendment. Now, if you can’t answer my 

questions . . .”  

 

“I like it,” Will put in, and watched Sam catch his breath.  
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Sam sat there looking up at Will. He opened and closed his desk-pounding fist. His 

mouth hung open.  

 

“Charlie.”  

 

“Yeah, Sam.” Not looking up.  

 

“You hear that?” looking wide-eyed at Will. “You hear that?” 

 

“I heard it, Sam.”  

 

Will had to work to keep his face straight.  

 

“Boy, Sam said. “You born in this town?”  

 

“You got my birth certificate right there in front of you. Yes, sir.”  

 

“You happy here?”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“You got nothing against the ways things go around here?”  

 

“No, sir.”  

 

“Can you read?” 

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“Are you smart?”  

 

“No, sir.”  

 

“Where did you get that suit?”  

 

“New York.”  

 

“New York?” Sam asked, and looked over at Charlie. Charlie’s head was still down. 

Sam looked back at Will.  

 

“Yes, sir,” said Will.  

 

“Boy, what you doing there.”  

 

“I got out of the Army there.”  
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“You believe in what them folks do in New York?”  

 

“I don’t know what you mean.”  

 

“You know what I mean. Boy, you know good and well what I mean. You know how 

folks carry on in New York. You believe in that?” 

 

“No, sir,” Will said, slowly.  

 

“You pretty sure about that?”  

 

“Yes, sir.” 

 

“What year did they make the 15th Amendment?”  

 

“. . . 18 . . . 70,” said Will.  

 

“Name a signer of the Declaration of Independence who became a President.”  

 

“. . . John Adams.”
35

  

 

“Boy, what did you say?” Sam’s eyes were wide again.  

 

Will thought for a second. Then he said, “John Adams.”  

 

Sam’s eyes got wider. He looked to Charlie and spoke to a bowed head. “Now, too 

much is too much.” Then he turned back to Will.  

 

He didn’t say anything to Will. He narrowed his eyes first, then spoke.  

 

“Did you say just John Adams?”  

 

“Mister John Adams,” Will said, realizing his mistake.  

 

“That’s more like it,” Sam smiled. “Now, why do you want to vote?”  

 

“I want to vote because it is my duty as an American citizen to vote?”  

 

“Hah,” Sam said, real loud. “Hah,” again, and pushed back from his desk and turned 

to the bony man.  

 

“Charlie.”  

 

                                                           
35

 John Adams (1735–1826) was the second President of the United States, serving in office from 1797–

1801. A delegate from Massachusetts to the Continental Congress, he signed the Declaration of 

Independence in 1776. Only one other signer—Thomas Jefferson—then went on to become president.  
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“Yeah, Sam.”  

 

“Hear that?”  

 

“I heard, Sam.”  

 

Sam leaned back in his chair, keeping his eyes on Charlie. He locked his hands across 

his round stomach and sat there.  

 

“Charlie.”  

 

“Yeah, Sam.”  

 

“Think you and Elnora be coming over tonight?”  

 

“Don’t know, Sam,” said the bony man, not looking up. “You know Elnora.”  

 

“Well, you welcome if you can.”  

 

“Don’t know, Sam.”  

 

“You ought to, if you can. Drop in, if you can. Come on over and we’ll split a corn 

whiskey.”  

 

The bony man looked up.  

 

“Now, that’s different, Sam.”  

 

“Thought it would be.”  

 

“Can’t turn down corn if it’s good.”  

 

“You know my corn.”  

 

“Sure do. I’ll drag Elnora. I’ll drag her by the hair if I have to.”  

 

The bony man went back to work.  

 

Sam turned his chair around to his desk. He opened a desk drawer and took out a 

package of cigarettes. He tore it open and put a cigarette in this mouth. He looked up at 

Will, then he lit the cigarette and took a long drag, and then he blew the smoke, very 

slowly, up toward Will’s face. 

 

The smoke floated up toward Will’s face. It came up in front of his eyes and nose and 

hung there, then it danced and played around his face, and disappeared.  
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Will didn’t move, but he was glad he hadn’t been asked to sit down.  

 

“You have a car?”  

 

“No, sir.”  

 

“Don’t you have a job?”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“You like that job?”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“You like it, but you don’t want it.”  

 

“What do you mean?” Will asked.  

 

“Don’t get smart, boy,” Sam said, wide-eyed. “I’m asking the questions here. You 

understand that?”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“All right. All right. Be sure you do.” 

 

“I understand it.”  

 

“You a Communist?”  

 

“No, sir.”  

 

“What party do you want to vote for?”  

 

“I wouldn’t go by parties. I’d read about the men and vote for a man, not a party.”  

 

“Hah,” Sam said, and looked over at Charlie’s bowed head. “Hah,” he said again, and 

turned back to Will.  

 

“Boy, you pretty sure you can read?”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“All right. All right. We’ll see about that.” Sam took a book out of his desk and 

flipped some pages. He gave the book to Will.  

 

“Read that loud,” he said.  
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“Yes, sir,” Will said, and began: “‘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.’”
36

  

 

Will cleared his throat and read on. He tried to be distinct with each syllable. He 

didn’t need the book. He could have recited the whole thing without the book.  

 

“‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that  
they . . .’”  

 

“Wait a minute, boy,” Sam said. “Wait a minute. You believe that? You believe that 

about ‘created equal’?”  

 

“Yes, sir,” Will said, knowing that was the wrong answer.  

 

“You really believe that?”  

 

“Yes, sir.” Will couldn’t make himself say the answer Sam wanted to hear. 

 

Sam stuck out his right hand, and Will put the book in it. Then Sam turned to the 

other man.  

 

“Charlie.”  

 

“Yeah, Sam.”  

 

“Charlie, did you hear that?”  

 

“What was it, Sam?”  

 

“This boy, here, Charlie. He says he really believes it.”  

 

“Believes what, Sam? What are you talking about?”  

 

“This boy, here . . . believes that all men are equal, like it says in The Declaration.” 

 

“Now, Sam. Now you know that’s not right. You know good and well that’s not right. 

You heard him wrong. Ask him again, Sam. Ask him again, will you?”  

 

                                                           
36

 Read the whole Declaration of Independence at www.whatsoproudlywehail.org/curriculum/the-meaning-

of-america/declaration-of-independence.  

http://www.whatsoproudlywehail.org/curriculum/the-meaning-of-america/declaration-of-independence
http://www.whatsoproudlywehail.org/curriculum/the-meaning-of-america/declaration-of-independence
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“I didn’t hear him wrong, Charlie,” said Sam, and turned to Will. “Did I, boy? Did I 

hear you wrong?”  

 

“No, sir.”  

 

“I didn’t hear you wrong?”  

 

“No, sir.”  

 

Sam turned to Charlie.  

 

“Charlie.”  

 

“Yeah, Sam.”  

 

“Charlie. You think this boy trying to be smart?”  

 

“Sam. I think he might be. Just might be. He looks like one of them that don’t know 

his place.”  

 

Sam narrowed his eyes.  

 

“Boy,” he said. “You know your place?”  

 

“I don’t know what you mean.”  

 

“Boy, you know good and well what I mean.”  

 

“What do you mean?”  

 

“Boy, who’s . . . ,” Sam leaned forward, on his desk. “Just who’s asking questions, 

here?”  

 

“You are, sir.”  

 

“Charlie. You think he really is trying to be smart?”  

 

“Sam, I think you better ask him.”  

 

“Boy.”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“Boy. You trying to be smart with me?”  

 

“No, sir.”  
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“Sam.”  

 

“Yeah, Charlie.”  

 

“Sam. Ask him if he thinks he’s good as you and me.”  

 

“Now, Charlie. Now, you heard what he said about The Declaration.”  

 

“Ask, anyway, Sam.”  

 

“All right,” Sam said. “Boy. You think you good as me and Mister Charlie?” 

 

“No, sir,” Will said.  

 

They smiled, and Charlie turned away.  

 

Will wanted to take off his jacket. It was hot, and he felt a drop of sweat roll down his 

right side. He pressed his right arm against his side to wipe out the sweat. He thought he 

had it, but it rolled again, and he felt another drop come behind that one. He pressed his 

arm in again. It was no use. He gave it up.  

 

“How many stars did the first flag have?”  

 

“. . . Thirteen.”  

 

“What’s the name of the mayor of this town?”  

 

“. . . Mister Roger Phillip Thornedyke Jones.”  

 

“Spell Thornedyke.” 

 

“ . . . Capital T-h-o-r-n-e-d-y-k-e, Thornedyke.” 

 

“How long has he been mayor?”  

 

“. . . Seventeen years.”  

 

“Who was the biggest hero in the War between the States?”  

 

“. . . General Robert E. Lee.”  

 

“What does that ‘E’ stand for?”  

 

“. . . Edward.”  

 

“Think you pretty smart, don’t you?”  
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“No, sir.”  

 

“Well, boy, you have been giving these answers too slow. I want them fast. 

Understand? Fast.”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“What’s your favorite song?”  

 

“Dixie,” Will said, and prayed Sam would not ask him to sing it.  

 

“Do you like your job?”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“What year did Arizona come into the States?”  

 

“1912.” 

 

“There was another state in 1912.”  

 

“New Mexico, it came in January and Arizona in February.”  

 

“You think you smart, don’t you?’  

 

“No, sir.”  

 

“Oh, yes, you do, boy.”  

 

Will said nothing.  

 

“Boy, you make good money on your job?”  

 

“I make enough.”  

 

“Oh. Oh, you not satisfied with it?”  

 

“Yes, sir. I am.”  

 

“You don’t act like it, boy. You know that? You don’t act like it.”  

 

“What do you mean?”  

 

“You getting smart again, boy. Just who’s asking questions here?”  

 

“You are, sir.”  
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“That’s right. That’s right.”  

 

The bony man made a noise with his lips and slammed his pencil down on his desk. 

He looked at Will, then at Sam. 

 

“Sam,” he said. “Sam, you having trouble with that boy? Don’t you let that boy give 

you no trouble, now, Sam. Don’t you do it.”  

 

“Charlie,” Sam said. “Now, Charlie, you know better than that. You know better. 

This boy here knows better than that, too.”  

 

“You sure about that, Sam? You sure?”  

 

“I better be sure if this boy here knows what’s good for him.”  

 

“Does he know, Sam?”  

 

“Do you know, boy?” Sam asked Will.  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

Charlie turned back to his work.  

 

“Boy,” Sam said. “You sure you’re not a member of any organization?”  

 

“Yes, sir. I’m sure.”  

 

Sam gathered up all Will’s papers, and he stacked them very neatly and placed them 

in the center of his desk. He took the cigarette out of his mouth and put it out in the full 

ash tray. He picked up Will’s papers and gave them to him.  

 

“You’ve been in the Army. That right?”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“You served two years. That right?”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“You have to do six years in the Reserve. That right?”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“You’re in the Reserve now. That right?”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  
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“You lied to me here, today. That right?”  

 

“No, sir.”  

 

“Boy, I said you lied to me here today. That right?”  

 

“No, sir.”  

 

“Oh, yes, you did, boy. Oh, yes, you did. You told me you wasn’t in any organization. 

That right?”  

 

“Yes, sir.”  

 

“Then you lied, boy. You lied to me because you’re in the Army Reserve. That 

right?”  

 

“Yes, sir. I’m in the Reserve, but I didn’t think you meant that. I’m just in it, and 

don’t have to go to meetings or anything like that. I thought you meant some kind of 

civilian organization.”  

 

“When you said you wasn’t in an organization, that was a lie. Now, wasn’t it, boy?”  

 

He had Will there. When Sam had asked him about organizations, the first thing to 

pop in Will’s mind had been the communists, or something like them.  

 

“Now, wasn’t it a lie?”  

 

“No, sir.”  

 

Sam narrowed his eyes.  

 

Will went on.  

 

“No, sir, it wasn’t a lie. There’s nothing wrong with the Army Reserve. Everybody 

has to be in it. I’m not in it because I want to be in it.” 

 

“I know there’s nothing wrong with it,” Sam said. “Point is, you lied to me here, 

today.”  

 

“I didn’t lie. I just didn’t understand the question,” Will said.  

 

“You understood the question, boy. You understood good and well, and you lied to 

me. Now, wasn’t it a lie?”  

 

“No, sir.”  
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“Boy. You going to stand right there in front of me big as anything and tell me it 

wasn’t a lie?” Sam almost shouted. “Now, wasn’t it a lie?”  

 

“Yes, sir,” Will said, and put his papers in his jacket pocket.  

 

“You right, it was,” Sam said.  

 

Sam pushed back from his desk.  

 

“That’s it, boy. You can’t register. You don’t qualify. Liars don’t qualify.”  

 

“But . . .”  

 

“That’s it.” Sam spat the words out and looked at Will hard for a second, and then he 

swung his chair around until he faced Charlie.  

 

“Charlie.”  

 

“Yeah, Sam.”  

 

“Charlie. You want to go out to eat first today?”  

 

Will opened the door and went out. As he walked down the stairs, he took off his 

jacket and his tie and opened his collar and rolled up his shirt sleeves. He stood on the 

courthouse steps and took a deep breath and heard a noise come from his throat as he 

breathed out and looked at the flag in the courtyard. The flag hung from its staff, still and 

quiet, the way he hated to see it; but it was there, waiting, and he hoped that a little push 

from the right breeze would lift it and send it flying and waving and whipping from its 

staff, proud, the way he liked to see it.  

 

He took out a cigarette and lit it and took a slow deep drag. He blew the smoke out. 

He saw the cigarette burning in his right hand, turned it between his thumb and 

forefinger, made a face, and let the cigarette drop to the courthouse steps.  

 

He threw his jacket over his left shoulder and walked on down to the bus stop, 

swinging his arms. 
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Freedom Songs
 

We begin this chapter not with stories or speeches but with songs. For it would be 

difficult, not to say impossible, to understand the Civil Rights Movement without 

appreciating the importance of its music. Freedom Songs, as they came to be known, 

accompanied marches and sit-ins, rallies and boycotts, providing encouragement against 

fear, and communal feeling against isolation. Equally important, the words of the songs 

articulated the aspirations and goals of the Movement, in terms that united deep religious 

longings and secular American strivings. By giving voice to these aspirations in song, the 

music fused hearts and minds in strong and common purpose, inspiring singers and 

listeners alike, both black and white, with high hopes for a better tomorrow. 

 

Many of the Freedom Songs originated as gospel hymns or Negro spirituals, and 

religious themes of faith and hope, suffering and redemption figure prominently in the 

lyrics. Local churches became centers for meetings of the Movement, at which 

discussions of strategy were interspersed with group singing and prayer. To be sure, the 

hymns and gospel songs were sometimes jazzed up and often secularized and altered, for 

example, to identify specific places or targets of protest. But the continuing religious 

resonances of the music guaranteed that the Movement, no matter how political its goals, 

would always retain its spiritual flavor and mood.   

 

The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. himself frequently emphasized the 

importance of music in the Civil Rights Movement. Early, in his memoir about the 1955–

56 Montgomery Bus Boycott, Stride Toward Freedom, he said that the songs “brought to 

mind the long history of the Negro’s suffering.” Later, during the 1961 Albany (Ga.) 

Movement, he said, “They give the people new courage and a sense of unity. I think they 

keep alive a faith, a radiant hope, in the future, particularly in our most trying hours.”  

And in his 1964 book Why We Can’t Wait, he called the songs ‘‘the soul of the 

movement.’’ Civil rights activists, he wrote, “sing the freedom songs today for the same 

reason the slaves sang them, because we too are in bondage and the songs add hope to 

our determination that ‘We shall overcome, Black and White together, We shall 

overcome someday.’” 

 

Dozens of songs were associated with the Civil Rights Movement, and their histories, 

as well as recordings of their performance, are widely available online.
37

 We present 

here only a few of the more prominent ones, mainly to illustrate their range, variety, and 

                                                           
37

 For an interesting discussion of the role of the songs in the Movement, see these personal reflections by a 

participant song leader, Bernice Johnson Reagon: 

www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/eyesontheprize/reflect/r03_music.html.  Other helpful resources include: 

EDSITEment, “The Freedom Rider and the Popular Music of the Civil Rights Movement,” 

http://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plan/freedom-rides-and-role-popular-music-civil-rights-movement;, 

Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History, “‘People Get Ready’: Music and the Civil Rights Movement 

of the 1950s and 1960s,” www.gilderlehrman.org/history-by-era/civil-rights-

movement/essays/%E2%80%9Cpeople-get-ready%E2%80%9D-music-and-civil-rights-movement-1950s; 

and PBS, “Soundtrack for a Revolution,” 

www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/introduction/soundtrack/.  

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/eyesontheprize/reflect/r03_music.html
http://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plan/freedom-rides-and-role-popular-music-civil-rights-movement
http://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-by-era/civil-rights-movement/essays/%E2%80%9Cpeople-get-ready%E2%80%9D-music-and-civil-rights-movement-1950s
http://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-by-era/civil-rights-movement/essays/%E2%80%9Cpeople-get-ready%E2%80%9D-music-and-civil-rights-movement-1950s
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/introduction/soundtrack/


Freedom Songs 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

91 

 

diverse articulations of goals and purposes. Study each song. Read each verse carefully 

and identify its special theme, claim, or message. Then consider the song as a whole—its 

content and its feeling—and try to figure out how its various themes—for example, 

freedom, justice, peace, and brotherhood—relate to each other. How would singing this 

song—especially in the company of many fellow singers—make you feel? Does it matter 

whether the ideas of the song are coherent or not? 
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Lift Every Voice and Sing 
 

JAMES WELDON JOHNSON 

 
Although not technically a song of the Civil Rights Movement, we begin with this song to 

indicate that the fusion of religious and political aspirations had a long and honored 

place in American Negro music. Sometimes referred to as “The Negro National Hymn” 

or “The African American National Anthem,” it was written in 1899 as a poem by James 

Weldon Johnson (1871–1938), distinguished author, poet, educator, politician, and early 

civil rights activist, who was for many years a leader in the NAACP and a promoter of 

the Harlem Renaissance. The poem was set to music in 1900 by his brother John 

Rosamond Johnson (1873–1954).  

 

The first stanza is a call to singing: Why? The second stanza recalls the difficult 

journey from a gloomy past: In what mood does the stanza end, and toward what future 

does it point? The third stanza is a prayer: For what, and why? What does the poem 

suggest about the connection between being true to God and being true to America? 

 

Watch Ray Charles perform “Lift Every Voice and Sing” on the Dick Cavett Show in 

1972 at www.youtube.com/watch?v=QU8921j20e8, and listen to the Grace Baptist 

Church Cathedral Choir perform the song at www.youtube.com/watch?v=MyS3HPInHtI.    

 
Lift every voice and sing 

Till earth and heaven ring, 

Ring with the harmonies of Liberty; 

Let our rejoicing rise 

High as the listening skies, 

Let it resound loud as the rolling seas. 

Sing a song full of the faith that the dark past has taught us, 

Sing a song full of the hope that the present has brought us, 

Facing the rising sun of our new day begun, 

Let us march on till victory is won. 

 

Stony the road we trod, 

Bitter the chastening rod 

Felt in the days when hope unborn had died; 

Yet with a steady beat,  

Have not our weary feet 

Come to the place for which our fathers sighed? 

We have come over a way that with tears has been watered, 

We have come, treading a path through the blood of the slaughtered, 

Out from the gloomy past,  

Till now we stand at last 

Where the white gleam of our bright star is cast. 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QU8921j20e8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MyS3HPInHtI
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God of our weary years,  

God of our silent tears, 

Thou Who has brought us thus far on the way; 

Thou Who has by Thy might 

Led us into the light, 

Keep us forever in the path, we pray. 

Lest our feet stray from the places, our God, where we met Thee. 

Lest our hearts, drunk with the wine of the world, we forget Thee. 

Shadowed beneath Thy hand,  

May we forever stand, 

True to our God  

True to our native land.

 

 



 

94 

 

Onward, Christian Soldiers 
 
The appropriation of traditional religious music for political purposes is amply 

demonstrated by the present selection, a nineteenth-century English hymn sung to rally 

the troops in the early mass mobilization of the bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, 

1955–56. It may seem odd that this militant Christian song should be embraced by 

protesters of a nonviolent and secular political movement. Reading the words carefully, 

can you reconcile this apparent contradiction? What, according to the hymn, are 

“Christian soldiers”? What is their battle, who their foe, and what is their goal? Can you 

see the Civil Rights Movement through the lens of this hymn? Is the Civil Rights 

Movement, at bottom, a religious—Christian—crusade, rather than an American one? 

 

For a musical rendition, listen to Mahalia Jackson sing “Onward, Christian 

Soldiers”: www.youtube.com/watch?v=63yBpl6Oixo.  

 
Onward, Christian soldiers, marching as 

to war, 

With the cross of Jesus going on before; 

Christ, the royal Master, leads against 

the foe; 

Forward into battle see His banners go!  

 

(Refrain) 

Onward, Christian soldiers, 

marching as to war, 

With the cross of Jesus going on 

before. 

 

Like a mighty army moves the church of 

God; 

Brothers, we are treading where the 

saints have trod; 

We are not divided, all one body we, 

One in hope and doctrine, one in charity. 

 

(Refrain) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Crowns and thrones may perish, 

kingdoms rise and wane, 

But the church of Jesus constant will 

remain; 

Gates of hell can never ’gainst that 

church prevail; 

We have Christ’s own promise, and that 

cannot fail. 

 

(Refrain) 

 

Onward then, ye people, join our happy 

throng, 

Blend with ours your voices in the 

triumph song; 

Glory, laud, and honor unto Christ the 

King; 

This through countless ages men and 

angels sing. 

 

(Refrain) 

 

At the sign of triumph Satan’s host doth 

flee; 

On then, Christian soldiers, on to 

victory! 

Hell’s foundations quiver at the shout of 

praise; 

Brothers, lift your voices, loud your 

anthems raise.

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=63yBpl6Oixo
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We Shall Overcome
  

ZILPHIA HORTON, FRANK HAMILTON, GUY CARAWAN, AND PETE SEEGER 

 
This stirring song, derived perhaps from the gospel song “I’ll Overcome Someday” 

composed in 1901 by Reverend Charles Albert Tindley (1851–1933), became the anthem 

of the Civil Rights Movement. Can you understand why? How are the different themes of 

the various verses—courage, togetherness, truth, the Lord, peace, unity, the whole wide 

world, community, friendship, racial comity, and freedom—related to each other and to 

the song’s repeated refrain and title, “We Shall Overcome”? Are the song’s many goals 

truly harmonizable? Fully realizable? Does it matter if they are not? 

 

For a musical rendition, watch Joan Baez perform “We Shall Overcome” in 1965: 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=DlLh1H3PLtU.  

Read the lyrics here: www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/general-

article/soundtrack-lyrics/#overcome. 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DlLh1H3PLtU
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/general-article/soundtrack-lyrics/#overcome
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/general-article/soundtrack-lyrics/#overcome
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This Little Light of Mine  
 

HARRY DIXON LOES 

 
This gospel song, written circa 1920, by composer and teacher, Harry Dixon Loes 

(1895–1965), echoes verses from the New Testament that focus on light (for example,  

Matthew 5:14–16 and Luke 11:33). In contrast to the last song, this one is an “I” song, 

rather than a “we” song. What is the significance, and what is effect of this personal 

emphasis, especially if we remember that the song was sung by masses of people singing 

together? What, exactly, is my “little light”? How does it shine? What is the difference 

between “letting it shine” and “making it shine”? 

 

Listen to Betty Mae Fikes sing the song at a civil rights rally in Atlanta, Georgia in 

1964: www.youtube.com/watch?v=OyyxkdVSTZw.   

 

 

This little light of mine, 

I’m gonna let it shine, 

This little light of mine, 

I’m gonna let it shine, 

This little light of mine, 

I’m gonna let it shine, 

Let it shine, shine, shine, let it shine. 

 

Everywhere I go, 

I’m gonna let it shine, 

Everywhere I go, 

I’m gonna let it shine 

Everywhere I go, 

I’m gonna let it shine 

Let it shine, shine, shine, Lord, let it 

shine. 

 

God give it to me, 

I’m gonna let it shine, 

God give it to me, 

I’m gonna let it shine 

God give it to me, 

I’m gonna let it shine 

Shine, shine, shine, Lord let it shine. 

 

All in my home, 

I’m gonna let it shine,  

All in my home, 

I’m gonna let it shine,  

Let it shine, shine, shine, Lord let it 

shine. 

 

God said, “Don’t hide your light,”  

I’m gonna let it shine, 

“Don’t hide your light,”  

I’m gonna let it shine, 

Let it shine, shine, shine, Lord, let it 

shine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OyyxkdVSTZw
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Keep Your Eyes on the Prize
 

ALICE WINE 

 
This spirited song, a Movement favorite, is, like many others, a reworking of an old hymn, “Keep 

Your Hand on the Plow,” itself based on a verse from the Gospel of Luke: “No man having put 

his hand to the plow, and looking back, is fit for the Kingdom of God” (9:62). A new hymn with 

the present title, composed before World War I but of unknown authorship, is based instead on 

two verses from Philippians (3:17, 3:14) that urge people to “keep your eyes on those who live 

as we do,” and that speak about pressing toward “the prize of the high calling of God in Christ 

Jesus.” The lyrics were again changed during the Civil Rights Movement, in 1956, by activist 

Alice Wine. It is her version we present here. How does this song connect the biblical beginning 

with Paul and Silas to the contemporary experiences of the Freedom Riders? What, according to 

this song, is the prize, and where will it be found—here in America or on the other side of Jordan 

(in the next life)? To what extent does the song stick to its Biblical origins? 

 

Listen to the African American a cappella ensemble Sweet Honey in the Rock sing “Keep 

Your Eyes on the Prize”: www.youtube.com/watch?v=D_tcZAqQUAg.  
 

Paul and Silas bound in jail, 

Had no money for to go to their bail. 

 

(Chorus)  

Keep your eyes on the prize,  

Hold on, hold on. 

Keep your eyes on the prize, 

Hold on, Hold on. 

 

Paul and Silas begin to shout, 

The jail door opened and they walked out, 

 

(Chorus) 

 

Freedom’s name is mighty sweet, 

Soon one day we’re gonna meet. 

 

(Chorus) 

 

Got my hand on the Gospel plow, 

I wouldn’t take nothin’ for my journey now. 

 

(Chorus) 

 

The only chain that a man can stand, 

Is the chain of hand in hand. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D_tcZAqQUAg
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(Chorus)      Jordan River is deep and wide, 

       We’ll find freedom on the other side. 

The only thing that we did wrong,   

Stayed in the wilderness a day too long. 

 

(Chorus) 

 

But the one thing we did right, 

Was the day we started to fight. 

 

(Chorus) 

 

We’re gonna board that big Greyhound, 

Carrin’ love from town to town. 

 

(Chorus) 

 

We’re gonna ride for civil rights, 

We’re gonna ride for both black and white. 

 

(Chorus) 

 

We’ve met jail and violence too, 

But God’s love has seen us through. 

 

(Chorus) 

 

Haven’t been to heaven but I’ve been told, 

Streets up there are paved with gold. 

 

(Chorus) 

 

Albenny Georgia lives in race, 

We’re goin’ to fight it from place to place. 

 

(Chorus) 

 

I know what I think is right, 

Freedom in the souls of black and white. 

 

(Chorus) 

 

Singing and shouting is very well, 

Get off your seat and go to jail. 

 

(Chorus)
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Oh, Freedom 
 
This old Negro spiritual, written after the Civil War by an unknown author, expresses 

both the dignity of ex-slaves after the end of bondage and the yearning for release from 

the miseries of their lot after emancipation. Like many other Freedom songs, “Oh, 

Freedom,” joins together worldly longings for freedom here and now and otherworldly 

hopes for redemption in the presence of the Lord. Very popular during the 1950s and 

1960s, it was sung at the 1963 March on Washington by Joan Baez (b. 1941). But it is 

most notably associated with another song leader, the incomparable Odetta (born Odetta 

Holmes; 1930–2008).  
 

What kind of freedom does this song invoke? What does it mean to speak of freedom 

“over me”? What are the possible meanings of the refrain, “And before I’d be a slave,” 

etc.? What is the emotional effect of its steady repetition? 

 

Listen to Odetta sing the song at www.youtube.com/watch?v=GEsSABmWKu8.  

 
Oh freedom, oh freedom, oh freedom over me! 

And before I’d be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave 

And go home to my Lord and be free. 

 

No more mourning, no more mourning, no more mourning over me! 

And before I’d be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave 

And go home to my Lord and be free. 

 

No more shouting, no more shouting, no more shouting over me! 

And before I’d be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave 

And go home to my Lord and be free. 

 

No more weeping, no more weeping, no more weeping over me! 

And before I’d be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave 

And go home to my Lord and be free. 

 

Oh freedom, oh freedom, oh freedom over me! 

And before I’d be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave 

And go home to my Lord and be free. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GEsSABmWKu8
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I Have a Dream
 

MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. 

 
Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his now legendary, “I Have a Dream” speech, at 

“The Great March on Washington,” August 28, 1963, in front of the Lincoln Memorial. 

The march for “jobs and freedom,” organized by a diverse group of civil rights, labor, 

and religious organizations, drew more than 200,000 people, becoming one of the largest 

political rallies for human rights in our history. Many regarded it as crucial to the 

passage of the Civil Rights Act (1964), as well as the Voting Rights Act (1965). King’s 

oration—part speech, part sermon, part prophecy—was the high point of the rally, 

remembered most for his “dream” vision of the future that articulated the aspirations of 

the Movement.
38

 

 

But the speech as a whole repays close study and raises interesting questions. The 

speech begins (and ends) by emphasizing freedom: what does King mean by freedom, and 

in what sense does he regard the Negro as “still not free”? The speech then moves to 

speak about justice: can you say what he means by “justice”—equality of rights, equality 

before the law, equality of opportunity, equality of economic and social condition, or 

something else? How is it related to the Lord’s punitive justice, prophesied by Amos, that 

“rolls down like waters”? And what is the connection, according to King, between justice 

and freedom? Might increasing justice for some require limiting freedom for others?  

 

In recounting his dream of the future, King speaks not only of freedom and justice but 

also of brotherhood and sisterhood: how is this related to the other goals? Is the goal of 

brotherhood rooted in the American dream of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” 

or is it rooted in the Christian messianic vision, when “the glory of the Lord shall be 

revealed and all flesh shall see it together”? Is King, in his remark about the “color of 

their skin” and the “content of their character,” preaching a vision of color-blind 

America, where race is irrelevant? Do you share such a vision today? When King 

concludes with the moving call “Let freedom ring,” does it carry the same meaning as it 

does in his source, “My Country ’Tis of Thee”?
39

 What would it mean to be “free at 

last”? 

 
I am happy to join with you today in what will go down in history as the greatest 

demonstration for freedom in the history of our nation. 

 

Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, 

signed the Emancipation Proclamation. This momentous decree is 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. But one 

hundred years later the Negro still is not free. One hundred years later the life of the 

                                                           
38

 To watch King deliver his “I Have a Dream” speech, see www.youtube.com/watch?v=smEqnnklfYs.  
39

 Read the lyrics of “My Country ’Tis of Thee” at What So Proudly We Hail: 

www.whatsoproudlywehail.org/curriculum/songs-for-free-men-and-women/my-country-tis-of-thee.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=smEqnnklfYs
http://www.whatsoproudlywehail.org/curriculum/songs-for-free-men-and-women/my-country-tis-of-thee
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Negro is still sadly crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of 

discrimination. One hundred years later the Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in 

the midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity. One hundred years later the Negro is still 

languished in the corners of American society and finds himself an exile in his own land. 

So we’ve come here today to dramatize a shameful condition.  

 

Read the speech here: www.archives.gov/press/exhibits/dream-speech.pdf. 

http://www.archives.gov/press/exhibits/dream-speech.pdf
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Neighbors
 

DIANE OLIVER 

 
Integration of previously segregated public schools was an early and important goal of 

the Civil Rights Movement in the 1950s. Although required and supported by the 

Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education (1954),
40

 integration 

encountered fierce opposition in many places in the South, and black children and their 

families who attempted to enroll in white schools met with harassment, threats, and overt 

violence. A poignant story of one such family is presented in this selection by author 

Diane Alene Oliver (1943–66), who grew up in the black southern middle class of the 

1940s and 1950s and who was herself educated in segregated public schools. Oliver was 

a friend of the first black student to attend Harding High School in Charlotte, North 

Carolina. This story, published in the year of her untimely death at age 22, is based on 

that historical event. It allows modern readers to re-experience what it was like for a 

black family to break the color line in public education. 

 

What are the arguments, given by Mr. and Mrs. Mitchell, about whether or not to 

allow their son Tommy to enroll in the white school the next morning? Whose argument 

do you find more persuasive? Imagining yourself as one of Tommy’s parents, what do 

you think you would have decided to do, and why? Imagining yourself as Tommy, what 

do you think you would have said or done? Of what significance is Ellie Mitchell, 

Tommy’s older sister, in the story? What is the meaning of the story’s title? What 

connections can you make between this story and King’s “Dream”? 

 
The bus turning the corner of Patterson and Talford Avenue was dull this time of 

evening. Of the four passengers standing in the rear, she did not recognize any of her 

friends. Most of the people tucked neatly in the double seats were women, maids and 

cooks on their way from work or secretaries who had worked late and were riding from 

the office building at the mill. The cotton mill was out from town, near the house where 

she worked. She noticed that a few men were riding too. They were obviously just 

working men, except for one gentleman dressed very neatly in a dark grey suit and 

carrying what she imagined was a push-button umbrella.  

 

Read the story here: www.jstor.org/stable/27541424.  

                                                           
40

 See the text of Chief Justice Earl Warren’s opinion in Brown below. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/27541424
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Letter to the Orlando Sentinel
 

ZORA NEALE HURSTON 

 
Integration of the public schools, required by the US Supreme Court’s decision in Brown 

v. Board of Education, was adamantly—often violently—opposed by many southern 

whites. But a few prominent blacks also took a dim view of forced racial integration. In 

this letter to the Orlando Sentinel, written on August 11, 1955 from her home in Eau 

Gallie, Florida, distinguished author and educator Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960) 

offers a witty but biting critique of the court’s decision, in the name of “the self-respect of 

my people.” In a strong and proud voice, she rejects “the ‘tragedy of color’ school of 

thought,” emphasizing “growth from within” (as opposed to legislation from without) 

and educational quality and excellence (rather than integration and low-level equality). 

Why does Hurston believe that forced integration is demeaning to blacks? Does she 

successfully defend herself against a charge that she is one of the “handkerchief-head-

niggers . . . who sell out my own people out of cowardice”? What is the point of her tale 

of the “white mare”? Why is she worried by the rise of “Govt by fiat”? Could Hurston be 

right in thinking that integration by administrative decree could be bad for personal 

growth and educational excellence? Is integration really an unreasonable goal of a Civil 

Rights Movement?  

 
Editor: 

 

I promised God and some other responsible characters, including a bench of bishops, that 

I was not going to part my lips concerning the U.S. Supreme Court decision on ending 

segregation in the public schools of the South. But since a lot of time has passed and no 

one seems to touch on what to me appears to be the most important point in the hassle, I 

break my silence just this once. Consider me as just thinking out loud. 

 

Read the letter here: http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=643. 

 

 

 

 

http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=643
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Eulogy for the Martyred Children
 

MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. 

 
On September 15, 1963, less than three weeks after King delivered his stirring “I Have a 

Dream” speech before the Lincoln Memorial at the Great March on Washington, four 

young girls were killed in the bombing of Birmingham’s Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. 

Three days later, King delivered this eulogy at the funeral service for three of the 

children—Addie Mae Collins (age 14), Denise McNair, (age 11) and Cynthia Diane 

Wesley (age 14). A separate service was held for the fourth victim, Carole Robertson 

(age 14). Along with “The Great March,” this bombing is said to have marked a turning 

point in the 1960s Civil Rights Movement, garnering much needed support for the 

passage of the Civil Rights Act the following year. This eulogy shows another aspect of 

King’s leadership. It also offers another view of the way he links American political and 

Christian religious ideas.
41

 

 

In his eulogy, King asserts that although the children were “unoffending, innocent, 

and beautiful . . . victims” they were also “martyred heroines of a holy crusade for 

freedom and human dignity” who “died nobly.” Can you make sense of this claim? What 

principles, American or Christian, could make the campaign for civil rights a “holy 

crusade”? The bombing of the church was known at the time to have been an act of 

racial terrorism, perpetrated by a group associated with the Ku Klux Klan. Yet King does 

not blame or rage against the perpetrators, but instead finds fault with, among others, 

“every minister of the gospel who has remained silent” and “every Negro who has 

passively accepted the evil system of segregation.” Why does he shift the focus of blame? 

King then says that these young girls “did not die in vain,” and invites us to think that 

their “unmerited suffering is redemptive.” What does this mean? In concluding, King 

offers direct consolation to the bereaved families. Imagining yourself as one among them, 

would you be consoled by his words? 

 
This afternoon we gather in the quiet of this sanctuary to pay our last tribute of respect to 

these beautiful children of God. They entered the stage of history just a few years ago, 

and in the brief years that they were privileged to act on this mortal stage, they played 

their parts exceedingly well. Now the curtain falls; they move through the exit; the drama 

of their earthly life comes to a close. They are now committed back to that eternity from 

which they came. 

 

Read the eulogy here: http://mlk-

kpp01.stanford.edu/index.php/kingpapers/article/eulogy_for_the_martyred_children/. 
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 To listen to a recording of King’s eulogy, see http://vimeo.com/34762047.  

http://mlk-kpp01.stanford.edu/index.php/kingpapers/article/eulogy_for_the_martyred_children/
http://mlk-kpp01.stanford.edu/index.php/kingpapers/article/eulogy_for_the_martyred_children/
http://vimeo.com/34762047
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Letter on the Civil Rights Movement
 

LEON R. KASS 

 
In the summer of 1965, while the Voting Rights Act was being enacted, the editors of this 

volume, Amy Apfel Kass (b. 1940; then a high school history teacher in Lincoln-Sudbury, 

Massachusetts) and her husband Leon R. Kass (b. 1939; then a graduate student in 

biochemistry at Harvard University) spent a month in Mississippi doing civil rights work. 

They lived with a farmer couple in the Mount Olive community of rural Holmes County, 

in a house with no telephone, hot water, or indoor toilet. They visited many families in 

the community, participated in their activities, and helped with voter registration and 

other efforts to encourage the people to organize themselves in defense of their rights. In 

November of that year, Leon wrote a long letter, sent individually to many family 

members and friends, describing what they had learned and urging people to donate to 

the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, the fledgling organization that was building 

for the first time a significant indigenous political, and not just protest, movement in the 

state. The letter bears personal witness to the necessity of such a local political 

movement, the concrete obstacles that stood in its way, and the spirit of hope that its 

emergence was generating.  

 

The letter seems to imply that the sheriff and the cotton-acreage allotter were more 

important for the day-to-day life of black Mississippians than their congressmen and 

senators in Washington. What can be said for and against that view? What, according to 

this letter, were the most urgent and important goals for the Movement, and how might 

they best be achieved? Is Kass right when he says, near the end, that “even a guaranteed 

failure should not dissuade us from the necessity of the battle”? Imagining yourself in 

receipt of such a letter, how would you have responded? 

 
During this past summer, Amy and I spent a month in Holmes County, Mississippi. We 

went down to do “community organization” under the auspices of the Medical 

Community for Human Rights, but found ourselves of necessity and also by choice 

working closely with the Holmes County branch of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic 

Party (MFDP). Since returning to the North, we have been confronted with questions 

(fewer than I would have hoped for), most inquiring “what did you do?”, “what did you 

accomplish?”, “were you beaten up or threatened?” We were troubled by these questions, 

since they revealed a lack of awareness of the indigenous nature of The Movement and 

also revealed a lack of identification with the people who are The Movement. We find 

this lack of identification particularly disturbing because we feel that our fate, indeed, the 

fate and viability of all that is potentially good in our society, is inextricably bound to the 

fate of the Mississippi Negro. He is fighting our battle as much as he is fighting his own, 

more than we are fighting his. At the risk of offending those of you already involved and 

identified, we would like to offer observations out of our personal experience in the hope 

that you may more clearly see The Movement and its obstacles, and especially your own 

relationship to it.  
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Although intimidation through violence remains crucial to the white Southerner’s 

domination of the Negro, the real stranglehold is fundamentally economic: the Negro, in 

his present unorganized condition, is at the mercy of the white community for even the 

sub-subsistence living he ekes out. Economic blackmail is often threatened, often carried 

out against Negroes who try to assert their political rights. In Holmes County, there are 

many so-called “independent farmers,” owners of their own land, who are nevertheless 

completely at the mercy of the white bankers and loan companies. Almost all of them are 

in debt to such loan companies, having borrowed to pay for the land or their house, to 

tide them over the winter and spring when income is lacking, to pay for a second-hand 

tractor or team of horses, etc. The interest rates are fantastic, the monthly payments 

outrageously high, guaranteeing that no one will be able to keep up with the payments. 

One man, earning an annual income of about $900, bought a house and the lot on which 

it stood for $800, with a verbal agreement that the payments would be $25 per month. 

However, this amount was not written into the contract he was told to sign; when the 

contract was returned to him, it called for complete payment of $1,680 in two years, in 

monthly installments of $70. (Note the interest of $880 on an $800 loan—a usurer’s rate 

of 55% per year.) When this man tried to register to vote, the loan company threatened to 

foreclose on him. (The names of Negroes who register to vote are printed in the weekly 

newspaper, exposing them for reprisals.) Of course, the company is within its rights since 

the man is behind in his payments. He elected to forego registration. Housefuls of 

furniture, even houses and farms are demanded as collateral for even a $25–$50 loan. 

Foreclosure is always effective, since the Sheriff, for a small percentage of the take, 

serves as the collection agency. If the person borrowing has been active in The 

Movement, you can be sure that the Sheriff will be at his door on the day the note is due.  

 

Why do the “independent farmers” have to borrow? They wouldn’t if the cotton 

acreage allotments were justly distributed. Each county receives a share of the state’s 

cotton allotment, which the all-white county officials distribute to the individual farmers. 

It is not accidental that white farmers are permitted up to 150 acres of cotton on a 200-

acre farm, whereas Negro farmer owning 200 acres is granted only 5–8 acres in cotton. 

The inspectors who check for “overplanting” are notoriously discriminatory. If they claim 

that a farmer has planted more than his allotment (even if they are mistaken), the farmer 

must plow up the extra acreage at his own expense, and in addition, pay a fine to the 

county office. These inspectors have been known to use short measuring chains when 

measuring Negro farms, longer chains when inspecting white farms. It is a rare person 

who will go to the county office and claim that he has been cheated by the inspectors. 

Since cotton is the only cash crop, the procedures of under-allotment and over-inspection 

guarantee that the Negro farmer will always be in the red. In our community, only two 

out of several hundred Negro farmers said that they did not need larger cotton allotments 

merely to break even; the rest were forced to borrow. 

 

I should emphasize that the cotton distribution is a Federal program handled by the 

Agricultural Stabilization and Conservation Service (ASCS) of the Dept. of Agriculture. 

All the inspectors and county officials mentioned above are federal employees. Even the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 has not moved the Dept. of Agriculture to eliminate the 

discrimination in its own programs. Numerous complaints have been filed; the Dept. of 
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Agriculture cannot plead ignorance for its inaction. Last year, The Movement organized 

Negro farmers to put up local candidates for the ASCS offices (an essential move, it 

seems to me; if Negros are ever to get a fair share of the cotton allotments, they will have 

to do the allotting). The white officials gerrymandered the ASCS districts, kept most of 

the Negro candidates off the ballot, and intimidated and harassed Negro farmers who 

turned out to vote.  (Despite all this, one Negro was elected in Holmes County.) The 

Dept. of Agriculture did not even investigate the complaints filed.  

 

By comparison with other Negroes, however, the independent farmer is well off. 

Most of the Holmes County Negroes work as day-laborers on the white plantations (for 

$2.50 to $3 for a ten-hour day) or as domestics in white homes (for $10 to $15 for a six-

day week). Why do they work for such outrageous wages? Because $2.50 a day is better 

than nothing. In some areas, including Senator Eastland’s plantation, the plantation 

workers have organized their own strikes, but these have been largely unsuccessful thus 

far. The many Negroes on welfare are still poorer and even more vulnerable. The state of 

Mississippi refuses its fair share of the Federal Welfare program; therefore, the services 

provided are inadequate, and those provided for are but a small number of those qualified 

to receive welfare. Needless to say, there is rank discrimination in the administration of 

funds and services, particularly against those Negroes active in The Movement. People 

have been dropped from Old Age Assistance for attempting to register to vote; Federally-

supplied food surpluses have been withheld from people participating in a demonstration. 

It is not easy for someone to decide that a vote is more important than the food provided 

to keep his kids from starving.  

 

Health services for Negroes are truly unbelievable. The eight white doctors in Holmes 

County all have segregated waiting rooms, and all of them empty the white waiting room 

completely before seeing one Negro patient. A visit to the doctor for a Negro takes 

literally all day, the first seven or eight hours of which are spent in the waiting room. 

(The one physician who committed the crime of taking Negro and white patients in the 

order of arrival was run out of the county, first by threats of violence, finally by a police 

barricade of the two roads leading to his office.) State-supported Public Health Clinics 

(“state-supported” means that only 80 cents of each dollar is supplied by the Federal 

government in direct aid to the state health program) offer prenatal care and also 

immunizations for children. In one such clinic in Holmes County, the women are forced 

to undress out-of-doors; the clinic has no toilets or running water. The County Hospital 

demands a $50 down-payment before a patient can be admitted (a practice not foreign to 

Northern private hospitals). Negro patients are prevented from leaving the hospital until 

the entire bill is paid; in such cases, the patient remains in his bed, the bill mounting from 

day to day. In maternity cases, an exception is often made: the mother is permitted to go 

home, but the baby is kept as a hostage until the bill is fully paid. The hospital has 

segregated wards, which are of course of unequal quality. The Negro wards are staffed 

largely by poorly trained Negro personnel. When asked if this staff assignment did not 

mean that Negroes got inferior treatment, the hospital administrator replied: “The Negro 

help are less hygienic, and the Negro patients don’t mind.” In order to avoid compliance 

with the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the County Hospital is now refusing to accept patients 

on welfare, thus avoiding any overt contact with Federal money. In view of these 
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conditions, it is no wonder that many Negroes will not even seek medical aid: many 

would sooner die at home, in dignity.  

 

Education is another facet of the same story. The elementary school in our 

community was a crumbling frame building, built during Reconstruction. “Teaching,” 

during the winter, consists of sending children out to gather firewood. No Negro school 

in this county has a library. Books come to these schools only after the white schools 

finish with them. (No Negro is permitted to enter the County Public Library; arrests have 

followed attempts to do so.) The Negro “high schools” are known as Attendance Centers 

rather than as high schools. The inference is quite clear: the best one can expect from a 

Negro is that he will show up; therefore, attendance should be rewarded. The Attendance 

Centers are not accredited; graduates can attend college only in the state of Mississippi. 

The teachers in the Negro schools are by and large poorly trained. Afraid for their jobs 

(they make the highest salaries in the community, at about $2,000 to $2,500 per year), 

threatened and intimidated by the school board, they have remained outside The 

Movement. Less than ten percent of the Negro schoolteachers have registered to vote.  

 

The official harassments by the Law are much more prevalent and insidious than the 

few publicized murders and beatings would suggest. The white society extends its powers 

into the smallest aspects of daily life. It is in these areas where one can really appreciate 

the call for “Freedom Now.” A Negro runs the risk of arrest or worse merely by walking 

down the main street of town, especially at night. One man in Lexington, the county seat, 

was shot by a policeman following a casual remark made while witnessing the arrest of 

another man. People we knew well and who were friendly to us in the privacy of their 

own homes were afraid to say hello to us on the streets in Lexington.  A Negro lacks the 

right of privacy in his own home; he has not the freedom to refuse entry to any white 

man, from sheriffs to salesmen. The state had prepared two official written tests for 

people seeking driver’s licenses: a short test for whites and “good” Negroes, a longer test 

for Movement people. This latter test demands verbatim quotations of long sections of 

traffic ordinances; spelling mistakes lead to failure. Thus a significant number of Negroes 

drive without licenses, a fact known to and tolerated by the Law until such time when it 

becomes convenient to put pressure on these people.  

 

Roads in the Negro sections of Lexington are unpaved and lack street lights. 

Following complaints, the city fathers, concerned about the image of their town, decided 

that all streets in the city should be paved and lit. Immediately afterwards, they altered 

the city limits to place the Negro sections out of town.  

 

In the eyes of the local Justices of the Peace, all interracial traffic accidents are the 

fault of the Negro, unless the white person is an outside agitator.  

 

Two years ago, the people of our community petitioned Southern Bell Telephone 

Company to have telephones installed. There are several hundred families in the area, 

almost all are Negro. Telephone lines were put up, but phones were given only to whites. 

The nearest public telephone is fifteen miles away.  
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Fear of violence is always present, even if unexpressed. Violence takes many forms, 

most of them insufficiently sensational to make the Northern newspapers (most of the 

sensational cases reported murders of Northern whites; brutalization of local Negroes is 

largely unreported). Homes are firebombed, cars booby-trapped, etc. Just last week, 

nightriders shot into the home of a Holmes County family that had sent two children to 

the recently desegregated school, injuring the woman of the house. The husband returned 

the gunfire, and was subsequently arrested by the sheriff and kept in jail overnight 

without formally being charged. Such incidents have been more frequent of late due to 

the order for school desegregation (despite the fact that all the white children originally 

enrolled in the desegregated schools have now been withdrawn, many under threats of 

violence from the same white rednecks). Should the Negro ever wish to relax his guard, 

the community won’t let him. One incident will illustrate. An insurance salesman, riding 

through the shack-dotted country hills in his air-conditioned car, stopped at the house 

where we were staying. He unsuccessfully tried to sell our host fire insurance on his 

house. It took little genius to appreciate his parting message: “Well, if your house burns 

down tonight, tomorrow you’ll be sorry you didn’t have fire insurance.” Making the same 

point, he sold a policy to the people down the road. It is a difficult rhetoric to resist. 

Paranoia is a necessity for survival.  

 

Given this pervasive system of oppression, it is perhaps of some surprise that the 

Mississippi Negro was not yet mounted the barricades. The reason is clear: anger has 

been an unacceptable response for a Negro. Not too long ago, it resulted in his hanging 

from a tree. Today’s methods of preventing an outcry are slightly more subtle and almost 

as effective. The economic chain strangles almost as well as the ordinary braided rope. 

Let no one conclude, therefore, that the Negro is pleased with his lot; he is merely 

cautious in expressing his dissatisfaction. This caution is without question justifiable in 

terms of his reality; he must overcome this caution by himself if that reality is to be 

changed. And there are signs that he is beginning to overcome his caution, his fear.  

 

Whites in the North, ourselves included, have a difficult time understanding and 

working with this apparent lack of anger. White civil rights workers are too often 

overeager in pushing local people into activist roles. We often fail to remember that it is 

they, not we, who bear the brunt of the white retaliation. Would you, as Negro parents in 

Mississippi, send your child to the white school, running the risk of having him beaten 

and having your house bombed, for the sake of ‘education’ in a society where schooling 

never got a Negro anywhere? How would you react to the white summer volunteer who 

was pushing you to register your child at such a school? Would you not wonder if he 

would be so brave if he were not leaving for the North at the end of the summer? 

 

I am not suggesting that outside civil rights workers are harmful or useless. My point 

is that the major impact on local Negroes must be made by other local Negroes who share 

the same reality, yet who have nevertheless overcome their own fears. This necessity for 

local political organization is the idea behind the MFDP. Started by COFO (Council of 

Federated Organizations) in the Summer 1964, the MFDP has become the largest civil 

rights group in the state. It is the only group in Mississippi that is engaged in community 

organization on a grass-roots level. In Holmes County, there are now weekly MFDP 
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meetings in eight separate communities involving perhaps 1,500 of the county’s 19,000 

Negroes (total population of Holmes is 29,000). These meetings are run largely by local 

people, people who before 1964 had for the most part been completely silent. The local 

community action projects are decided on by the local MFDP membership. Current 

projects include a boycott on all the discriminatory stores in Lexington, recruitment of 

local candidates for the upcoming ASCS election, preliminary steps to form a farming-

supplies cooperative, and of course, voter registration. The MFDP meetings were an 

inspiration to Amy and myself, both raised on the anonymity of the big city; neither of us 

had seen a more exciting instance of the democratic process in operation.  

 

The MFDP suffered a severe setback in September when the Challenge to the seating 

of the five Mississippi Congressmen was dismissed (see Congressional Record for 

September 17, 1965).
42

 For many in the North, the MFDP was the Challenge, nothing 

more. This is not the case. The trip to Washington served a useful purpose: the 

Mississippians realized more clearly than ever that they cannot, should not depend on 

Washington to solve their problems. They returned home impressed with the need to 

build political power at home. Currently, the MFDP is in the process of setting up adult 

political education seminars throughout the state. Teachers (i.e., organizers) are now 

being trained to teach elementary civics and politics, regulations and tactics. The goal is 

to involve the Mississippi Negro in the political process, to give him the know-how and 

the desire to exercise his political power. Without such political organization, the Voting 

Rights Bill will be another hollow victory.  

 

Much ink has been spilt about the Voting Rights Bill and its presumed revolutionary 

effect on the South. The New York Times sanctimoniously proclaimed that the Federal 

Government had now done its job. The fact of the matter is that Federal enforcement of 

the Voting Rights Bill has been as shoddy, as half-hearted as in other areas relating to 

Civil Rights (for a good analysis, see Haywood Burns’ article in Commentary, Sept., 

1965). Of the state’s 83 counties, four have had Federal registrars since August; five 

more have just received such registrars. For the rest, nothing. Since passage of the bill, 

the number of registered voters has increased from 27,000 to 57,000; 383,000 eligible 

Negroes remain unregistered. But despite the deficiency of the Federal authorities, the 

major responsibility for the success of the Voting Rights Bill rests with the people 

themselves. No number of Federal registrars is going to convince the Negro borrower 

mentioned above that “the vote” is in any way going to extricate him from the mouths of 

the loan sharks. These people all have relatives in Chicago and Los Angeles: they do not 

romanticize about the power of the vote. Only a locally-based, locally-led political party 

can build the community identification and political force necessary to motivate these 

people.  

 

The MFDP is tackling this job. Its accomplishments in its 18 months of being have 

been truly amazing: accomplishments not in the sense that institutions have crumbled, but 
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 In 1965, the MFDP led a challenge to unseat Mississippi’s five congressmen on the grounds that they 

had been illegally elected because of discriminatory voting practices and therefore, should not sit in the 

House of Representatives. Read the Congressional Record at 

http://digilib.usm.edu/cdm/ref/collection/manu/id/3649.  

http://digilib.usm.edu/cdm/ref/collection/manu/id/3649
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in the sense that people are moving, moving to help themselves. As one girl put it when I 

asked her if she was worried about taking over as manager of the local community center: 

“I’m not sure if I can do it, but, you know, before last summer, I didn’t think there was 

anything I could do.” 

 

What can we in the North contribute to this movement? The MFDP needs money, 

badly. The major expenses for this program are for personnel, for staff to teach the adult 

education programs, to build political awareness. $15 per week would liberate a person 

from a plantation job and enable him to work full time for The Movement. $15 per week 

for four weeks means that a hundred new people can be brought into The Movement this 

month. Money is badly needed for other things as well. MFDP has filed a suit in Federal 

Court to prevent the Mississippi legislature from gerrymandering the legislative districts 

in its reapportionment plan. This suit costs money. MFDP plans to enter candidates in the 

Democratic Party primary for all five congressional seats and for Senator Eastland’s seat 

next June. These primary fights will cost money. The voter registration drive costs 

money, money for paper, cars, gasoline, money for bail and for harassing traffic fines, 

money for emergency long-distance calls. Not very glamorous, by conventional 

standards, we admit. But our whole point is that the blood and guts of this movement is 

not ‘glamorous,’ but rather difficult, unsung day-to-day organizing, battling. We hope 

you respond to our appeal.  

 

You may argue, as others have, that the goals of the MFDP are utopian. If it is 

utopian to seek a grass-roots popular base for political power, if it is utopian to try to 

educate people to enable them to build a more just society, then MFDP is utopian—no 

more utopian than our democratic principles. The charge of utopianism is irrelevant here: 

the stakes are so high that even a guaranteed failure should not dissuade us from the 

necessity of the battle. Surely we can support this battle with our dollars if the Mississippi 

Negro has put his life on the front line.  

 

I apologize if my rhetoric has been offensive; please do not judge the merits of The 

Movement by my poor efforts to bring it to life for you. I also apologize for adding a new 

cause to the causes for which you now work. As men of conscience, we all support other 

good causes. But as men blessed with more than our share of freedom and luxury, can we 

honestly say we cannot do more?  

 

Please make checks payable to MFDP and send to 926 Pennsylvania Avenue, S.E., 

Washington, DC. Ask to have yourself put on the MFDP mailing list to keep yourself 

informed on the Mississippi scene. If you have friends who might be interested in this 

letter, please have them read it.  

 

Sincerely,  

Leon R. Kass, M.D. 
 

 

 

 

 



 

112 

 

I’ve Been to the Mountaintop
 

MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. 

 
In the spring of 1968, King traveled to Memphis to support the 1,300 striking sanitation 

workers protesting low wages and unfit working conditions. At this point in his ministry, 

he had broadened his mission, speaking out not only for racial justice but also for greater 

economic equality and against the Vietnam War. On the night of April 3, he gave this 

sermon to a crowd gathered in the Bishop Charles Mason Temple Church of God. He 

was assassinated the next day. It is eerie to read his remarks, comprising largely a 

summing up of his life and a prophecy for the future, knowing now that it would be his 

last public utterance.
43

 

 

King begins his address with the assertion that he would choose no other time in 

which to live or lead, and ends with the affirmation that he has “seen the promised land.” 

How does he justify his preference for the present age? The speech contains some ideas 

not present in the other King speeches in this collection: a call for “economic 

withdrawal” (boycotts) from non-cooperating white businesses, and the development and 

strengthening of separate black institutions and black-owned banks. Does this represent 

a retreat from his “black and white together” integrationist “Dream”?  

 

King counsels, as well as models, how to be a better brother to our fellow men. 

Toward the end of his speech, he asks his listeners to “develop a dangerous kind of 

unselfishness.” Applying the parable of the Good Samaritan to contemporary 

circumstances, he states: “The question is not, ‘If I stop to help this man in need, what 

will happen to me?’” Rather, it is this: “If I do not stop to help the sanitation workers, 

what will happen to them?” What does King mean by dangerous unselfishness? How is 

King inviting his auditors—then and now—to see themselves? Is he persuasive? Finally, 

why does King conclude by recounting his near-death experience? And why does he self-

consciously compare himself to Moses, who was also allowed to go up to the 

mountaintop and to glimpse—but not enter—the Promised Land? What “Promised 

Land” has King seen at the end of his life? 

 
Thank you very kindly, my friends. As I listened to Ralph Abernathy in his eloquent and 

generous introduction and then thought about myself, I wondered who he was talking 

about.
44

 It’s always good to have your closest friend and associate say something good 

about you. And Ralph is the best friend that I have in the world. 

 

I’m delighted to see each of you here tonight in spite of a storm warning. You reveal 

that you are determined to go on anyhow. Something is happening in Memphis, 
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 To listen to a recording of King’s speech, see www.youtube.com/watch?v=ixfwGLxRJU8.  
44

 Ralph David Abernathy Sr. (1926–90), born in Linden, Alabama, was a civil rights leader in the 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) with King. In May of 1968, after King was 

assassinated, Abernathy led the SCLC’s Poor People’s Campaign in its March on Washington in favor of 

federal antipoverty legislation. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ixfwGLxRJU8
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something is happening in our world. And you know, if I were standing at the beginning 

of time with the possibility of taking a kind of general and panoramic view of the whole 

human history up to now, and the Almighty said to me, “Martin Luther King, which age 

would you like to live in?” I would take my mental flight by Egypt, and I would watch 

God’s children in their magnificent trek from the dark dungeons of Egypt through, or 

rather across the Red Sea, through the wilderness on toward the Promised Land. And in 

spite of its magnificence, I wouldn’t stop there.  

 

Read the speech here: http://mlk-

kpp01.stanford.edu/index.php/encyclopedia/documentsentry/ive_been_to_the_mountaint

op/. 

 

http://mlk-kpp01.stanford.edu/index.php/encyclopedia/documentsentry/ive_been_to_the_mountaintop/
http://mlk-kpp01.stanford.edu/index.php/encyclopedia/documentsentry/ive_been_to_the_mountaintop/
http://mlk-kpp01.stanford.edu/index.php/encyclopedia/documentsentry/ive_been_to_the_mountaintop/
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The Power of Nonviolence
 

MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. 

 
After Rosa Parks’ arrest and conviction, in 1955, for refusing to give up her seat on a bus 

to a white passenger, the Negro citizens of Montgomery Alabama, under King’s 

leadership, began a boycott of the city’s buses in order to protest the law requiring racial 

segregation on public transportation. The boycott, perfectly legal, lasted for over a year 

until after the Supreme Court, in late 1956, upheld a lower court’s decision that had 

ruled the city’s segregationist laws unconstitutional. This victory for the combined 

approach of legal challenge and peaceful public protest was one of the first successful 

applications of King’s teaching and strategy of nonviolent resistance. On June 4, 1957, at 

the invitation of the local YMCA and YWCA, King gave this speech at the University of 

California at Berkeley, in which he explained the philosophy and strategy of nonviolence. 

(As an appendix to King’s speech, we add the text of the “Commitment Card,” prepared 

by the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights, on which Movement members 

pledged their adherence to the principles of nonviolence.) 

 

King says that the method of nonviolent resistance is “strongly aggressive 

spiritually”? What does he mean by “spiritual aggression,” and why is it morally not 

only acceptable but required? What are the aims of practicing nonviolent resistance, 

both for the opponent and for oneself? King argues that the philosophy of nonviolent 

resistance has at its center the teaching of love understood as agape: “understanding, 

creative, redemptive good will for all men . . . an overflowing love which seeks nothing in 

return.” How, in fact, does such love translate itself into action? If people are the authors 

of their deeds and responsible for their actions, can we really love a person 

unconditionally while, at the same time, hating the deeds that he does? How does King 

distinguish good moderation from bad moderation? Is it always possible, in concrete 

cases, to distinguish which is which? 

 
From the very beginning there was a philosophy undergirding the Montgomery boycott, 

the philosophy of nonviolent resistance. There was always the problem of getting this 

method over because it didn’t make sense to most of the people in the beginning. We had 

to use our mass meetings to explain nonviolence to a community of people who had 

never heard of the philosophy and in many instances were not sympathetic with it. We 

had meetings twice a week on Mondays and on Thursdays, and we had an institute on 

nonviolence and social change. We had to make it clear that nonviolent resistance is not a 

method of cowardice. It does resist. It is not a method of stagnant passivity and 

deadening complacency. The nonviolent resister is just as opposed to the evil that he is 

standing against as the violent resister but he resists without violence. This method is 

nonaggressive physically but strongly aggressive spiritually. 

 

Read the speech here: 

http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=1131.  

 

http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=1131
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* * * 

 

APPENDIX: “Commitment Card” 
 

ALABAMA CHRISTIAN MOVEMENT FOR HUMAN RIGHTS 
 

I hereby pledge myself—my person and body—to the nonviolent movement. Therefore I 

will keep the following ten commandments: 

 

1. Meditate daily on the teachings and life of Jesus. 

2. Remember always that the nonviolent movement seeks justice and 

reconciliation—not victory. 

3. Walk and talk in the manner of love, for God is love. 

4. Pray daily to be used by God in order that all men might be free. 

5. Sacrifice personal wishes in order that all men might be free. 

6. Observe with both friend and foe the ordinary rules of courtesy. 

7. Seek to perform regular service for others and for the world. 

8. Refrain from the violence of fist, tongue, or heart. 

9. Strive to be in good spiritual and bodily health. 

10. Follow the directions of the movement and of the captain on a demonstration. 

 

I sign this pledge, having seriously considered what I do and with the determination 

and will to persevere. 

 

Name____________________ 

Address__________________ 

Phone___________________ 

Nearest Relative___________ 

Address__________________ 

 

Besides demonstrations, I could also help the movement by: (Circle the proper items) 

Run errands, Drive my car, Fix food for volunteers, Clerical work, Make phone calls, 

Answer phones, Mimeograph, Type, Print signs, Distribute leaflets. 

 

ALABAMA CHRISTIAN MOVEMENT FOR HUMAN RIGHTS 

Birmingham Affiliate of S.C.L.C. 

505 1/2 North 17th Street 

F.L. Shuttlesworth, President 
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The Welcome Table 

 

LEE MARTIN 

 
The goal of nonviolent direct action, according to King, is to lovingly prick the 

conscience and to win the friendship of the opponent, beginning by inducing shame but 

ending with brotherly reconciliation. The stresses of black-white relations, under 

conditions of segregation and in the face of protests, raise difficult challenges also for 

decent whites, not least about their own strengths of character and identity. In this 

disturbing story (1996) by novelist, short story writer and professor of creative writing at 

Ohio State University, Lee Martin (b. 1955), we see what happens to both father and son 

of a New Hampshire family that has relocated to Nashville, Tennessee during the time of 

the lunch counter sit-ins (1960). Richard, the father, changing his identity to avoid 

recognition for previous disgrace, takes the name of Thibodeaux (“bold among people” 

or “bold people”), and he with the help of his son Edward, the story’s narrator, help 

prepare the black students at Fisk University for the insults and torments they are sure to 

face during the stormy days ahead. Meanwhile, Edward’s mother produces eggshell 

miniature art, in the hope of beautifying the chaotic world around her. All their efforts 

are for naught, as they find that they cannot handle the racial trouble that erupts. 

 

Collecting as many details from the story as you can, describe all the characters in 

the story, and evaluate their strengths and weaknesses. How do you explain Edward’s 

shameful conduct at the sit-in? Is the problem a lack of courage, doubts about his own 

identity, or latent racial prejudice? Are the sins of the father visited on the son? What 

does Edward finally learn about his father? About himself? What light does this story 

shed on black-white relations, and especially on the causes of the behavior of whites? 

What might this story imply about the usefulness of shame as a means to effecting racial 

reconciliation? What is the meaning of the title, “The Welcome Table”?  

 
Three nights a week, when I was seventeen, my father took me downtown and made me 

shout “monkey,” and “nigger,” and “coon.” He made me shout these things, he said, 

because he loved me. “Put your heart into it,” he told me whenever my voice would 

falter. “Go on. Get with it. Give it everything you’ve got.” 

 

Read the story here: 

http://books.google.com/books?id=nTBUONpHlLgC&lpg=PP1&pg=PP1#v=onepage&q

&f=false. 

 

 

http://books.google.com/books?id=nTBUONpHlLgC&lpg=PP1&pg=PP1#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=nTBUONpHlLgC&lpg=PP1&pg=PP1#v=onepage&q&f=false
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Food That Pleases, Food to Take Home
 

ANTHONY GROOMS 

 
Like the previous selection, this story by African American writer and educator, Anthony 

“Tony” Grooms (b. 1955), taken from his 1995 collection Trouble No More, is set during 

the days of the lunch counter sit-ins, in this case in Grooms’ hometown of Louisa, 

Virginia. Also like the previous story, this one exposes the human complexities of the 

racial situation, this time mainly from the side of two young African American girls, who, 

inspired by a sermon from their minister, decide to go to a local lunch counter and 

“demand their rights.” And it, too, raises questions about the strategy of nonviolent 

resistance, this time about the difficulty, for the resister, of purging anger and practicing 

agape, the love which, according to King, is the heart of the “power of nonviolence.”  

 

Collecting all the evidence you can from the entire story, characterize Mary and 

Annie and explain, if you can, their differences. Where is courage in this story, and where 

love and compassion? What does Annie discover through her encounter with “the 

monster”? What is the connection between exercising your human rights and exercising 

your humanity or your love of neighbor? What should follow for race relations, as Annie 

discovers, that none of us can help the way we are born? 

 
Annie McPhee wasn’t sure about what Mary Taliferro was telling her. Mary said that 

colored people in Louisa should stand up for their rights. They were doing it in the cities. 

Mary said that Channel Six from Richmond had shown pictures of Negroes sitting at 

lunch counters. She laughed that “colored people” were becoming “Negroes.” Walter 

Cronkite had shown pictures from Albany and Birmingham. Negroes were on the move. 

 

Read the story here: 

http://books.google.com/books?id=hW1MeAIj1msC&lpg=PP1&pg=PA133#v=onepage

&q&f=false. 

http://books.google.com/books?id=hW1MeAIj1msC&lpg=PP1&pg=PA133#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=hW1MeAIj1msC&lpg=PP1&pg=PA133#v=onepage&q&f=false
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A Call for Unity
 

A GROUP OF CLERGYMEN 

 
Birmingham, Alabama was the scene of perhaps the most significant campaign of the 

Civil Rights Movement, not least because it catapulted Martin Luther King Jr. to national 

prominence. King and his Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) had been 

invited to Birmingham, one of the nation’s most segregated cities, by the Reverend Fred 

Shuttlesworth, whose own efforts to negotiate desegregation with the city’s business 

leaders and government officials had failed. In the spring of 1963, King and the SCLC 

carefully orchestrated a program of nonviolent demonstrations and sit-ins, targeting 

downtown businesses and white churches, hoping to gain national public attention and 

sympathy, and eventually federal intervention, should their direct action produce a 

violent counter-reaction from the authorities—as indeed it did. On April 10, 1963, the 

city issued an injunction barring the demonstrations, which King and the demonstrators 

ignored: nonviolent resistance now included direct civil disobedience. On April 12, King 

was among the 50 people arrested and jailed for defying the city’s injunction.  

 

The next day, a group of eight moderate white Alabama clergymen published this 

open letter, criticizing the confrontational demonstrations (and King, though not by 

name) and calling instead for negotiations (a new, less combative mayor was just taking 

office). (The group had earlier that year published “An Appeal for Law and Order and 

Common Sense,” which urged the use of the courts to correct bad laws and called for 

obedience to the laws until they are legally overturned.) The next day, King answered “A 

Call for Unity” with his “Letter from Birmingham Jail” (next selection). 

 

Why do the clergymen regard the demonstrations as “unwise and untimely”? Why do 

they object to the involvement of “outsiders” (a clear reference to King and the SCLC) in 

the affairs of their city? What do they mean by calling the demonstrations “extreme 

measures”? What are they worried about for their city? What do they mean by “actions 

as incite to hatred and violence, however technically peaceful those actions may be”? 

Granting the clergymen the benefit of any doubts regarding the decency of their motives, 

and imagining yourself as a contemporary reader of their “call to unity,” what can you 

say in favor of their position? Before reading King’s critical response to the clergyman, 

try formulating your own rebuttal. 

 

We the undersigned clergymen are among those who, in January, issued “An Appeal for 

Law and Order and Common Sense,” in dealing with racial problems in Alabama. We 

expressed understanding that honest convictions in racial matters could properly be 

pursued in the courts, but urged that decisions of those courts should in the meantime be 

peacefully obeyed. 

  

Since that time there has been some evidence of increased forbearance and a 

willingness to face facts. Responsible citizens have undertaken to work on various 

problems which cause racial friction and unrest. In Birmingham, recent public events 
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have given indication that we all have opportunity for a new constructive and realistic 

approach to racial problems.  

 

However, we are now confronted by a series of demonstrations by some of our Negro 

citizens, directed and led in part by outsiders. We recognize the natural impatience of 

people who feel that their hopes are slow in being realized. But we are convinced that 

these demonstrations are unwise and untimely.  

 

We agree rather with certain local Negro leadership which has called for honest and 

open negotiation of racial issues in our area. And we believe this kind of facing of issues 

can best be accomplished by citizens of our own metropolitan area, white and Negro, 

meeting with their knowledge and experiences of the local situation. All of us need to 

face that responsibility and find proper channels for its accomplishment.  

 

Just as we formerly pointed out that “hatred and violence have no sanction in our 

religious and political traditions,” we also point out that such actions as incite to hatred 

and violence, however technically peaceful those actions may be, have not contributed to 

the resolution of our local problems. We do not believe that these days of new hope are 

days when extreme measures are justified in Birmingham.  

 

We commend the community as a whole, and the local news media and law 

enforcement officials in particular, on the calm manner in which these demonstrations 

have been handled. We urge the public to continue to show restraint should the 

demonstrations continue, and the law enforcement officials to remain calm and continue 

to protect our city from violence.  

 

We further strongly urge our own Negro community to withdraw support from these 

demonstrations, and to unite locally in working peacefully for a better Birmingham. 

When rights are consistently denied, a cause should be pressed in the courts and in 

negotiations among local leaders, and not in the streets. We appeal to both our white and 

Negro citizenry to observe the principles of law and order and common sense.  

 

Signed by: 

 

C.C.J. CARPENTER, D.D., LL.D., Bishop of Alabama. 

 

JOSEPH A. DURICK, D.D., Auxiliary Bishop, Diocese of Mobile-Birmingham 

 

Rabbi MILTON L. GRAFMAN, Temple Emanu-El, Birmingham, Alabama 

 

Bishop PAUL HARDIN, Bishop of the Alabama-West Florida Conference of the 

Methodist Church 

 

Bishop NOLAN B. HARMON, Bishop of the North Alabama Conference of the 

Methodist Church 
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GEORGE M. MURRAY, D.D., LL.D., Bishop Coadjutor, Episcopal Diocese of Alabama 

 

EDWARD V. RAMAGE, Moderator, Synod of the Alabama Presbyterian Church in the 

United States 

 

EARL STALLINGS, Pastors, First Baptist Church, Birmingham, Alabama 
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Letter from Birmingham Jail
 

MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. 

 
As noted in the introduction to the previous selection, King wrote this letter on April 16, 

1963, in response to “A Call for Unity,” a letter that had been published three days 

earlier by eight politically moderate white clergymen opposing the tactics of direct action 

and civil disobedience. King’s incarceration caused local and national consternation, 

and his release was effected on April 20th by the intervention of President John F. 

Kennedy. His letter from jail, written on scraps of newspaper and handed out in bits and 

pieces to his supporters who assembled them into a coherent and eloquent argument, was 

published in several magazines in May and June, and did a great deal to enhance King’s 

reputation and national following. (Recall that the March on Washington took place that 

same year, in late August.) 

 

Going carefully through the letter, topic by topic, present and evaluate King’s 

response to the clergymen. Which arguments, in each case, do you find most—and which 

least—persuasive or moving? Consider in addition these questions, pertinent to the 

tactics of direct action and (especially) civil disobedience: Is King right, in answering the 

charge that he is an outsider, that injustice in any community in the United States is 

everyone’s proper business, or might there be reasons, in our federal republic, for 

allowing local communities to sort out their own affairs? King says that the purpose of 

his nonviolent direct action program “is to create a situation so crisis-packed that it will 

inevitably open the door to negotiation.” What are the benefits and risks of such an 

approach to seeking political change? In offering his eloquent defense of civil 

disobedience,
45

 King justifies his willingness to break laws by claiming that one has a 

moral responsibility to disobey unjust laws, those that are out of harmony with “the 

moral law or the law of God.” Can we citizens of a pluralistic society know with 

certainty—and agree—on the content of the moral law or the law of God? Although King 

accepts the charge that he is “an extremist”—like Jesus and Amos and Martin Luther—

he also presents himself as a moderate, and as the only alternative between do-nothing 

complacency and separatist, violent black nationalism. How can he be both extremist and 

moderate? What do you make of King’s views about the proper role of the churches in 

the struggle for civil rights, and how do they fit with the American principles regarding 

the separation of church and state?  

 
My Dear Fellow Clergymen: 

 

While confined here in the Birmingham City Jail, I came across your recent statement 

calling my present activities “unwise and untimely.” Seldom do I pause to answer 

criticism of my work and ideas. If I sought to answer all the criticisms that cross my desk, 

                                                           
45

 Readers interested in thinking more about the general subject should consult the opposing views of 

Henry David Thoreau, “On Civil Disobedience,” www.constitution.org/civ/civildis.htm, and Abraham 

Lincoln’s Speech to the Young Men’s Lyceum, www.whatsoproudlywehail.org/curriculum/the-meaning-of-

america/the-perpetuation-of-our-political-institutions.  

http://www.constitution.org/civ/civildis.htm
http://www.whatsoproudlywehail.org/curriculum/the-meaning-of-america/the-perpetuation-of-our-political-institutions
http://www.whatsoproudlywehail.org/curriculum/the-meaning-of-america/the-perpetuation-of-our-political-institutions
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my secretaries would have little time for anything other than such correspondence in the 

course of the day, and I would have no time for constructive work. But since I feel that 

you are men of genuine good will and that your criticisms are sincerely set forth, I want 

to try to answer your statements in what I hope will be patient and reasonable terms. 

 

Read the letter here: www.stanford.edu/group/King/frequentdocs/birmingham.pdf.  

 

 

 

http://www.stanford.edu/group/King/frequentdocs/birmingham.pdf
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 Address to the 1964 National Baptist Convention
 

JOSEPH H. JACKSON 

 
Not all African American leaders interested in advancing the cause of African Americans 

approved of Martin Luther King Jr.’s strategies of direct action and civil disobedience. A 

highly prominent example, now almost forgotten, was the Reverend Joseph H. Jackson 

(1905?–90). Jackson rose from the hardship of his early life in Mississippi to become 

pastor of the historic Olivet Baptist Church in Chicago, and eventually served as 

president of the National Baptist Convention from 1953–82, longer than any one before 

or since. Jackson had supported King (including financially) during the Montgomery Bus 

Boycott, but the two men fell out over Baptist Convention politics; and Jackson fully 

separated himself from King once King’s nonviolent resistance embraced also civil 

disobedience. In this speech, delivered in 1964 at the annual National Baptist 

Convention, Jackson emphasizes instead a strategy reminiscent of Booker T. Washington, 

the most prominent black leader at the turn of the
 
twentieth century, who had counseled 

his black brethren to befriend people of all races and to advance themselves through 

education, self-discipline, and persistent hard work in industry, commerce, service, and 

the professions. Yet more like King than like Washington, Jackson also stresses the 

importance of gaining civil and political rights.  

 

Both King and Jackson were strongly identified Christian leaders. But whereas King 

had sought to hold America accountable to Jesus’ teaching and the principles of 

Christian love, Jackson begins by saying that “As Christians, we are a part of our nation 

and a part of the struggle of America,” and he makes no specifically religious, but only 

patriotic and civic, arguments. Like King, Jackson appeals to the Constitution and the 

principles of the Declaration of Independence, but unlike King, he staunchly favored 

obedience to the laws as written, and he emphasizes the Declaration’s rights of 

individuals rather than, like King, the brotherly community founded in love. How does 

Jackson understand the struggle for civil rights? What, concretely, is his specific advice 

to African Americans? What does he mean by “direct action in the positive”? Imagining 

yourself as an auditor of Jackson’s speech, what in it do you find persuasive? With what 

do you disagree? 

 
Participating in the Struggle of America 

 

As Christians we are a part of our nation and a part of the struggle of America. America 

was brought into being to satisfy and to answer the human longing for freedom. There 

was the urge in man to be related to other men as men without a modifier or any kind of 

limitation or restriction. There was an awareness of a human kinship deeper than race, 

more profound than nationality, and more inclusive than any accepted religious creed. In 

addition to the quest for a new geographical spot there was a search for a new human 

relationship, a new freedom, and new opportunities. These basic urges inspired the early 

colonies to brave the dangers of a rough and unknown sea, and seek a land in which they 

could live as free men and aspire to the highest possible goals of life without the 
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enslavement of the past or being the victims of the determinism of enforced 

circumstances. They wanted a chance to explore and to search out the meaning of life for 

themselves, and an opportunity to worship God according to the dictates of their 

conscience. 

 

They soon became convinced that there was no such land, no such Utopia, but all 

they would find would be an opportunity to make such a land and such a country. They 

were convinced it could be made out of the desires that now possessed their souls and out 

of the thirst for liberty that dominated their lives. 

 

America was born in a struggle and as a struggle for freedom, and for the opportunity 

to develop the highest resources of mankind. The Declaration of Independence and the 

Federal Constitution were the results of our fathers’ attempts to put on paper the ideals 

that inspired the birth of the nation, and those principles by which and on which the 

nation was erected and sustained. There have been errors, mistakes, and gross sins 

committed against this American venture, but this high venture has not been repudiated 

or negated. The Massachusetts theocracy became oppressive and hostile toward freedom. 

Some human beings were slain in the episode of the great Witch Hunt. Slavery took its 

toll, denying to thousands the human dignity that God had bestowed upon them; and as a 

result of the defense of this cruel institution, the nation was divided into two armed 

camps, and a cruel civil war saw Americans take the lives of Americans, and brothers 

shedding their brothers’ blood. But from the dust and dirt of this tragic event the 

American ideals sprang up again with new vigor and vitality, and continued its upward 

march on the rough highway of human history. This American venture is powerful but 

not perfect; ever growing but not grown; and still becoming, but is not yet complete. The 

kind hand of destiny and the benevolent providence of Almighty God have placed the 

American Negro along with other races and nationalities in this flowing stream of the 

nation’s life for which we are justly proud. As patriotic Americans we are devoted to our 

nation’s cause, and are wedded to its ideals and principles. By precept and example, by 

instinct and intuition, we now know the difference between that which is truly American 

and that which is not. We draw a clear distinction between that which is germane to the 

nation’s life and that which is foreign, hostile, and antagonistic to the soul of our nation. 

To the former we pledge our total allegiance and commit every ounce of energy, our 

strength, all of our powers, and even our very lives. But against the latter we stand with 

uncompromising determination, and will not rest until all the enemies of our nation have 

been subdued and conquered. This is the true meaning of the civil rights struggle. 

 

The Civil Rights Struggle 

 

Much time and space is given in the public press to the problem of civil rights. It has 

engaged the minds of our congressmen, and has occasioned many days of debate and 

deliberation. In the name of civil rights thousands have marched through the streets of 

our cities, boycotts have been staged, picket lines have been thrown around places of 

businesses, institutions of learning; and in every nook and corner of the country voices 

have been heard in the defense of and in the interest of civil rights. 
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What is this struggle for civil rights? I answer, it is an effort of American citizens to 

get full equality of opportunity. It is the resolution and the determination that there shall 

be in these United States one class of citizens and that is first class citizens. This is a 

struggle to adopt in practice as well as theory the concept of man on which the 

Declaration of Independence is based, and to fully implement the Federal Constitution, 

one of the greatest documents for human freedom since the writing of the Magna Carta. 

The civil rights struggle is a struggle for full freedom, justice, and equality before the 

law. It is a struggle to bring from paper the lofty ideals of America, and to apply them in 

practice to the lives and actions of all Americans. In reality it is America’s struggle to be 

herself, to fulfill the highest promises of her being, and to build a social order after the 

pattern and dreams of our founding fathers and in the light of the wisdom of the ages. 

 

The civil rights struggle then is not a struggle to negate the high and lofty philosophy 

of American freedom. It is not an attempt to convert the nation into an armed camp or to 

substitute panic and anarchy in the place of law and order. It is in no wise an attempt to 

negate or to amend downward the highest laws of this land proclaiming freedom and 

justice for all. 

 

Why Then the Struggle? 

 

The answer is there is a group in the United States that believes that when the constitution 

speaks of the rights of American citizens it meant only men whose skins were white. This 

group believes in segregation as a means of protecting the best interests of the nation and 

of keeping the races separate and pure. But as we look at the degrees of pigmentation 

among all the races in these United States, I ask my segregationist friends, don’t you 

think it is rather late now to talk about the purity of the race; for the blood of white 

segregationists is in the veins of many whom they would ostracize, and their kinship is a 

biological fact. Many segregationists fear that granting equality of opportunity to people 

of color will in some way jeopardize their liberties, encroach upon their freedom, and 

threaten their rank, position, and security. But such fear is unfounded if the doctrine of 

American democracy is true. For no free man has any grounds to fear the spread of the 

privileges of true freedom to all men, for the greater the number of free men the more 

secure is freedom and less is the power and danger of oppression. Abraham Lincoln 

sensed this fact when he said: “By giving freedom to the slaves we insure freedom to the 

free.” The presence of one bound man pollutes the whole stream of human society; and 

the rattle of one chain of oppression creates a discord that breaks the harmony in every 

democratic system, and disturbs the mind and poisons the heart of every man with fear 

and dread, so that the would-be master finds himself mentally and morally the dweller in 

the hovels of slaves, the servant of a cause that is hostile to democracy, and becomes 

himself, the victim of the baser emotions of his own nature. 

 

This struggle for civil rights has remained for a hundred years because there are 

persons among us who are still the victims of the psychology of chattel slavery and are 

yet blinded to the verdict of history and indifferent to the logic of life, and in deep 

rebellion against the voice of God. Some believe that their very future and the future 

well-being of their families depend on keeping alive the cursed demon of segregation. In 
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the language of one segregationist: “Yes, we believe in segregation, and we will not be 

changed. We will not be frightened or forced. We will oppose you with every ounce of 

strength that we have. We will fight you from breakfast until noon. We will eat our noon-

day meal and then return to the field of battle and fight you until sunset. If opportunity 

permits we will catch a bite to eat in the twilight and return to our post and fight until the 

morning comes.” With such determination, with such faith in the way of segregation, 

with such commitment to the evils of discrimination, and with such opponents of 

democracy and freedom, it is no surprise that the struggle for civil rights has remained so 

long and still remains one of the grave struggles of the land and country. 

 

The second reason why the struggle for civil rights has continued is that the 

segregated does not and cannot accept segregation as a way of life. The bound men have 

read with care the great promises of our Federal Constitution, and they have heard clearly 

the pronouncements of statesmen, and have followed the logic of every philosopher of 

freedom, and they now know that segregation and racial discrimination have no logical or 

legitimate place in the American character and constitution. The segregated is just as 

determined to destroy the awful demand of racial segregation as segregationists are to 

keep it alive. 

 

This struggle will continue because of the inner nature of the segregated themselves. 

There has been implanted in the hearts and minds of all men the hope, the love, and 

expectation of freedom, and this inner conviction compels us, and the freedom of soul 

constrains us so that we cannot rest in chains or be at peace in a house of bondage, or 

compromise with the dungeons of discrimination and accept as our lot the cruel and 

oppressive hand of those heartless masters who allow pigmentation of skin to blind them 

to the inner principles of truth and to the revealed purposes of God. The struggle goes on 

because two determinations meet: one; to enslave, and the other; to be free, and here can 

be no compromise, and from the task of solving the problem of freedom there must be no 

retreat. 

 

Some Suggestions to the American Negro 

 

But we as a people must keep ever before us the true meaning of our struggle so that we 

will never be used as tools in the hands of those who love not the nation’s cause but seek 

the nation’s hurt and not our help. Hence there are some things that we must do. 

 

1. In our struggle for civil rights we must remain always in the mainstream of 

American democracy. Our cause must never be divorced from the American cause, and 

our struggle must not be separated from the American struggle. We must stick to law and 

order, for as I have said in the past I say now, there are no problems in American life that 

cannot be solved through commitment to the highest laws of our land and in obedience to 

the American philosophy and way of life. In spite of criticisms and not-with-standing 

threats and open attacks, I have not retreated from this position and never will as long as 

America is the America of the Federal Constitution and a land of due process of law. We 

cannot win our battle through force and unreasonable intimidation. As a minority group 

we cannot win outside of the protection and power of the just laws of this land. Read 
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history with open eyes and attentive minds, and we will discover that no minority group 

has and can win in a struggle by the direct confrontation of the majority and by 

employing the same type of pressures and powers that the majority possess in abundance. 

The hope of the minority struggle is with the just laws of the land and the moral and 

constructive forces that are germane to this nation’s life and character. 

 

While we must be determined to achieve the best, we must not be guided by a spirit 

of revenge, blind emotions, and uncontrolled temper. When we act by these baser 

emotions we find ourselves contradicting ourselves. We will deny freedom of speech to 

those who differ with us, and will seek to do the things that will embarrass others 

however costly it may be to us and to them. When we are guided by revenge we do not 

choose our program of action wisely. There are some groups who are thus motivated, will 

go in, sit in, or lie in, in places that have objected to their presence. These same groups 

when they are dissatisfied in places that have accepted them, will give up their achieved 

rights and walk out in protest and revenge. Our actions must be guided both by logic and 

by law. 

 

2. The methods that we employ in the present struggle must not lead us into open 

opposition to the laws of the land. In some cases the technique of direct action and 

demonstrations have led to mob violence and to vandalism. At least some who have 

desired to practice these negative methods have used the technique of so-called direct 

action. . . .  

 

3. Negroes must become registered voters and fight their battles in the polling booth. 

In the coming campaign we must not allow our prejudices, our hatred for individuals, to 

lead us into emotional outbursts and disrespect. The candidates contending for the 

presidency of the United States deserve, and should enjoy, the respect from every 

American citizen. It is beneath the dignity of this fair land of ours to seek to howl down, 

and to boo from platforms any candidate whom we do not favor. We must make choice 

of the candidate whom we think will serve the best interest of this nation and the nation’s 

cause, and then take our ballot and help to elect our choice. As I told this convention in 

1956, I tell you again, the ballot is our most important weapon. We must not neglect it, 

forfeit or sell it, but use it for the protection of the nation, the promotion of freedom, the 

promotion of every citizen, and for the glory of the United States of America. What I said 

in 1956 I still say now. 

 

4. Negroes must still make their own leaders. We must not expect the public press, 

radio, and television to do this job for us. These news media are too busy with other 

responsibilities to be assigned the task of choosing Negro leaders to represent the race in 

these days of stress and strain. Negroes must not forget that we have many fields in 

which leaders are necessary and important, and we should accept and follow the leaders 

in their respective field; that is, when they are right. We have political leaders, many of 

whom are worthy of our confidence and our respect. We shall follow them and show our 

appreciation for them. We have some dedicated civil rights leaders. We should respect 

them and follow them in their chosen field when they are right. We have religious 

leaders. We should respect and follow them when they are committed to the task of 
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human betterment, human uplift, and the work of re-making the social order in the name 

of justice, righteousness, and peace. 

 

We have worthy business leaders who can show us the way to improve our economic 

status, and to develop our available economic resources. Let us follow them. We have 

educators who are making their contribution in the field of thought and of mental growth. 

Let us honor them and respect them, and let us not discourage Negro educators by 

advocating directly or indirectly, that they are by nature inferior to educators in other 

racial groups. 

 

We have athletes and comedians. Let us still applaud our athletes when they achieve 

on the field of competition, and let us join with others and freely laugh at the jokes that 

our comedians give. But we must not confuse these various fields. There must not 

develop any dictatorship of any one field, and athletes and comedians must not make the 

mistake of assuming the role of political, religious, and cultural leaders. We as a race 

must see to it that each man serves in his field, and we must not allow the white 

community to pick our leaders or to tell us what Negro we should follow. 

 

5. Let us be courageous enough not only to oppose the wrong and the un-American 

actions in our nation, but we must also appreciate and rejoice in the achievements of our 

nation. There are some recent achievements which give us reason for hope, grounds for 

trust, and basis for rejoicing. 

 

Ten years ago the Supreme Court of the United States rose above its old concept of 

separate but equal, and declared that segregation had no place in America’s system of 

public education. This year, after a long, hard, and laborious fight, the Congress of the 

United States passed the strongest civil rights bill in its history, and the president signed 

into law a document that said that segregation has no place in American life and destiny. 

The call is to all of us to accept these facts and build on them. We must not ignore the 

constructive laws of our land, we must not organize, condone, or support mobs that 

parade in the name of freedom. We must not turn aside from decency and the 

constructive American standards in our quest for freedom. In our haste let us not be 

haughty. In our determination we must not become detrimental, and in our 

demonstrations we cannot afford to damn the nation of which we are a vital part. 

 

Direct Action in the Positive 

 

We have heard much in recent months about direct action in terms of boycotts, pickets, 

sit-ins, and demonstrations of various kinds. In each case the purpose as stated is a lofty 

one; namely, the winning of civil rights and the achievement of the equality of 

opportunity. I repeat, these are worthy ends and desirable goals, but this kind of direct 

action is orientated against others, and for the most part, must be classified in the 

negative since they have been designed to stop, arrest, or hinder certain orderly 

procedures in the interest of civil rights. In some cases however, these actions have been 

against practices and laws considered to be both evil and unjust. 
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Today, I call for another type of direct action; that is, direct action in the positive 

which is orientated towards the Negro’s ability, talent, genius, and capacity. Let us take 

our economic resources, however insignificant and small, and organize and harness them, 

not to stop the economic growth of others, but to develop our own and to help our own 

community. If our patronage withdrawn from any store or business enterprise will 

weaken said enterprise, why not organize these resources and channel them into 

producing enterprises that we ourselves can direct and control. In the act of boycotting, 

our best economic talents are not called into play, and we ourselves are less productive 

and seek to render others the same. Why not build for ourselves instead of boycotting 

what others have produced? We must not be guilty of possessing the minds and actions of 

a blind Sampson who pulled a massive building down upon himself as well as his 

enemies, and died with them in a final act of revenge. No act of revenge will lift a race 

from thralldom, and any direct actions that reduce the economic strength and life of the 

community is sure to punish the poor as well as the rich. Direct actions that encourage 

and create more tensions, ill will, hostility, and hate, will tend to make more difficult the 

mental, moral, and spiritual changes essential to new growth and creativity in human 

relations. Remember that when we seek to change certain acquired notions and habits of 

men we are seeking to change that which is very vital in human nature. When we labor to 

change segregationists and racists who believe they are right, we are facing the task of re-

conditioning human emotions and building within new patterns of thought, and changing 

human nature itself. In addition to that type of direct action which is negative and aimed 

at the correction of others, we need the type of direct action also that starts with ourselves 

which tends to produce a higher type of life within us as well as within others, and which 

aims to build a better community in which the available moral forces may be used to 

create new attitudes and new dispositions where human beings will regard others as they 

regard themselves. Why should we expect direct actions against others to bear immediate 

fruit, and then procrastinate and postpone the direct actions that will make us better 

business men, better statesmen, better thinkers, and better men and women with better 

homes and better fellowship NOW? Now must not only be applied to the needs for 

changes and attitudes of segregationists, it must also be applied to us as a people and as a 

race when we aspire for the best and seek the more constructive and creative methods of 

life. We can be better now. We can acquire a better education now, we can organize our 

capital now and receive our share in this economy of free enterprise now. In spite of all 

that we have attained as a people we have not exhausted our possibilities, and the past 

does not define the limits of our potential. Are we not as well equipped to respond to the 

call of the right, the just, the good, the highest, and the best as are the white 

segregationists against whom we fight? Has not the great God put in our souls the thirst 

for truth and righteousness? Are we not endowed as co-workers with the great creative 

spirit of the universe? Then we need not wait until all is well before we harness our 

resources and venture upon new ways of life and creativity. 

 

We must not play ourselves too cheap or postpone the day of greater things when the 

hour of fulfillment is already at hand. To the leaders of school boycotts who have called 

children to remain out of school in order to help correct the evils and errors of an 

imperfect system of education, are you willing now to use your influence to lead young 

people to desert the ranks of drop-outs and struggle now to make the best out of the 



Joseph H. Jackson, Address to the 1964 National Baptist Convention 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

131 

 

education that is now available? The call to stay out of school does not appeal to the 

highest in students but to the ordinary and the easy. It requires less initiative to stay out of 

school than it does to attend school. It requires less mental alertness to refuse to study 

than it does to study. Is not some education better than no education? Of course we 

should get all the education possible and go as far up the ladder of intellectual 

attainments as our powers will allow us. We must strive for the very best opportunities, 

the best possible schools, and the best possible teachers, but if these are not available to 

us then let us make the best use of what we do have. Remember that the future is with the 

person who knows, thinks, understands, and who has character and soul, and who can 

produce, invest, create and live in harmony with the highest and the best. Of course we 

adults must continue to correct all the evils which make education more difficult. We 

must strive for quality education and seek to make available all the resources possible for 

the education of the young, but our young people must keep their feet in the upward path 

of learning and their minds stayed on the quest for truth. 

 

The progress of the race lies not in continued street demonstrations, and the liberation 

of an oppressed people shall not come by acts of revenge and retaliation but by the 

constructive use of all available opportunities and a creative expansion of the 

circumstances of the past into stepping stones to higher things. 
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The Ballot or the Bullet
 

MALCOLM X 

 
At the same time that King and his followers were practicing nonviolent direct action to 

awaken the conscience of the nation, a different—and more radical—strategy for 

improving the lives of African Americans was being advanced by Malcolm X (born 

Malcolm Little in 1925; died, as El-Hajj Malik El-Shabaz, in 1965). After a dissolute life 

lived on the edge (described in his 1965 Autobiography of Malcolm X), Malcolm came to 

prominence once he joined the Nation of Islam (NOI) and, as its most articulate public 

spokesman, began spreading its teaching of black supremacy and black separatism. 

Disillusioned with NOI’s founder, Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm left the organization in 

March 1964, and within the year, after a trip to Mecca and a conversion to the “true 

Islam,” he publicly renounced racialist thinking and embraced a multi-racial search for 

human betterment. Before he had a chance to develop his programmatic ideas in 

America, he was assassinated in February 1965 by members of the NOI. Malcolm’s 

greatest speech, here selected, was given in Cleveland on April 3, 1964, shortly after his 

break with Elijah Muhammad—seven months after the March on Washington and three 

months before the passage of the Civil Rights Act.
46

 

 

What does Malcolm X mean by presenting, as the exclusive alternatives available to 

black Americans, “the ballot or the bullet”? What does he mean by saying that “a ballot 

is like a bullet”? Why does he reject the call for “civil rights,” in favor of “human 

rights”? What is the philosophy—political, economic, and social—of black nationalism? 

Is Malcolm X right in claiming that American blacks are really Africans, and nothing but 

Africans? Why does Malcolm X object to the teaching and tactics of nonviolence, and 

why does he call the gospel of Christ “white nationalism”? Whereas King and Jackson 

explicitly appeal to American principles and the Constitution, Malcolm X does not. To 

what extent is Malcolm’s position philosophically compatible with American principles 

and law? To what extent do his black nationalist teachings provide a successful strategy 

for black Americans? For the country as a whole?   

 
Mr. Moderator, Brother Lomax,

47
 brothers and sisters, friends and enemies: I just can’t 

believe everyone in here is a friend, and I don’t want to leave anybody out. The question 

tonight, as I understand it, is “The Negro Revolt, and Where Do We Go From Here?” or 

What Next?” In my little humble way of understanding it, it points toward either the 

ballot or the bullet. 

 

Before we try and explain what is meant by the ballot or the bullet, I would like to 

clarify something concerning myself. I’m still a Muslim; my religion is still Islam. That’s 

my personal belief. Just as Adam Clayton Powell is a Christian minister who heads the 

Abyssinian Baptist Church in New York, but at the same time takes part in the political 
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 To listen to a recording of the speech, see www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9BVEnEsn6Y.  
47

 Louis E. Lomax (1922–70), African American journalist and civil rights activist. Lomax spoke earlier in 

the evening. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9BVEnEsn6Y
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struggles to try and bring about rights to the black people in this country; and Dr. Martin 

Luther King is a Christian minister down in Atlanta, Georgia, who heads another 

organization fighting for the civil rights of black people in this country; and Reverend 

Galamison, I guess you’ve heard of him, is another Christian minister in New York who 

has been deeply involved in the school boycotts to eliminate segregated education; well, I 

myself am a minister, not a Christian minister, but a Muslim minister; and I believe in 

action on all fronts by whatever means necessary. 

 

Read the speech here: 

http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=1147.  

 

 

http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=1147
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Solve for X
 

DIANA SCHAUB 

 
The final selection in this chapter looks back, from 2012, on Malcolm X’s “The Ballot or 

the Bullet,” and compares Malcolm’s teaching and strategy to those of King. It is 

excerpted from the end of a review essay, “Solve for X,” published in the Claremont 

Review of Books, Winter 2012,
48

 by Diana Schaub (b. 1959), political scientist at Loyola 

University Maryland, scholar of American and African American thought, and coeditor 

(with Amy and Leon Kass) of What So Proudly We Hail: The American Soul in Story, 

Speech, and Song. Professor Schaub locates Malcolm X’s alternatives “the ballot or the 

bullet” in the context of American political thought, and suggests, provocatively, that 

“elements of Malcolm’s radicalism were in fact superior on their own terms” to King’s 

civil disobedience, “because they held true to the nation’s foundations and were in the 

long run less dangerous.” What does Schuab mean by this claim? Schaub also suggests 

that Malcolm’s formulation of the issue “allows us to ask the rarely raised question 

whether the struggle for civil rights could have achieved its end without resort to King’s 

brand of ‘civil’ disobedience.” How would you begin to answer this question? Finally, in 

the light of Schaub’s discussion, whose approach to combating racial injustice in 

America—King’s, Jackson’s, or Malcolm X’s—seems better to you, and better suited to 

the principles and practices of the American constitutional republic? 

 
[I]n his greatest speech, “The Ballot or the Bullet,” Malcolm X began to reflect on the 

deepest questions of law and citizenship. Discussion of the relationship between ballots 

and bullets has a distinguished history in American political thought. Lincoln, for 

instance, when he argued against the constitutionality of secession, urged us to remember 

“that ballots are the rightful and peaceful successors of bullets; and that when ballots 

have fairly and constitutionally decided, there can be no successful appeal back to bullets; 

that there can be no successful appeal except to ballots themselves, at succeeding 

elections.” Of course, in denouncing secession, Lincoln was not denying the existence of 

a right of revolution—there could be situations in which ballots have not fairly and 

constitutionally decided. Lincoln agreed with Jefferson that where “peaceable remedies 

are unprovided,” the “sword of revolution” is always the ultimate resort. Frederick 

Douglass too had used the alliterative formula in a short 1859 editorial entitled “The 

Ballot and the Bullet.” In arguing against [abolitionist William Lloyd] Garrison’s no-

voting theory, Douglass stated: “What we want is an anti-slavery Government, in 

harmony with our anti-slavery speech, one which will give effect to our words, and 

translate them into acts. For this, the ballot is needed, and if this will not be heard and 

heeded, then the bullet.”  

 

Malcolm X understood this Lockean logic. Legitimate government based on a free 

ballot binds the individual—binds him to work through the prescribed mechanisms of 

democratic consent; illegitimate government does not. The Lockean corrective to 

governmental abuse is revolution—or at least a potent threat that people will exercise 
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 The full text is available at www.claremont.org/publications/crb/id.1917/article_detail.asp.  
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their right of revolution. As Malcolm put it: “It’ll be Molotov cocktails this month, hand 

grenades next month, and something else next month. It’ll be ballots, or it’ll be bullets. 

It’ll be liberty, or it will be death. The only difference about this kind of death [as 

compared to the turn-the-other-cheek deaths of those pledged to nonviolence]—it’ll be 

reciprocal.” Despite the incendiary quality of his language, Malcolm was careful to 

present this violence in the Lockean context of justifiable self-defense: “I don’t mean go 

out and get violent; but at the same time you should never be nonviolent unless you run 

into some nonviolence.”  

 

Malcolm’s targets were the segregationist authorities who were initiating the state of 

war and the followers of King who thought they could devise a nonviolent form of 

resistance or a civil form of disobedience. Malcolm was consistently critical of King’s 

betwixt-and-between strategies. If the action is nonviolent it’s not really resistance; 

remember, “ballot” is a kind of shorthand not just for the elective franchise but for all the 

tools of democratic citizenship: free speech, the rights of assembly and petition, and 

access to the courts (including the powerful tactic, used to the full by the NAACP, of 

testing the constitutionality of local and state laws). If, on the other hand, the action is 

truly disobedient (i.e., against the law), then it cannot be civil. In the final chapter of his 

Second Treatise, Locke pokes fun at the unintelligible notion that one could “strike with 

Reverence.” Theoretically, Malcolm was on firmer ground than King. He stood with 

Locke, the American revolutionaries, and Abraham Lincoln—all of whom understood the 

choice to be either the ballot or the bullet, either the obligations of citizenship or the right 

of revolution. Psychologically too, Malcolm had a strong case: “If you don’t take this 

kind of stand, your little children will grow up and look at you and think ‘shame.’” 

 

Fairness 

 

People today often make the case that Malcolm was useful to the cause of racial justice 

because his extremism frightened white Americans into accepting reforms they otherwise 

wouldn’t have—in other words, Malcolm played bad cop to Martin’s good cop. But 

instead of blithely harnessing Malcolm to the onward rush of progressive history, perhaps 

we should consider the possibility that elements of Malcolm’s radicalism were in fact 

superior, on their own terms, because they held true to the nation’s foundations and were 

in the long run less dangerous. Malcolm X is not antinomian in the way that King is. As 

Lincoln argued in the Lyceum Address,
49

 antinomianism (which acknowledges no 

authority other than the individual conscience) threatens not just law and order but law 

and justice. While I disagree fundamentally with Malcolm X’s assertion that blacks in 

America were nothing more than “victims of Americanism,” his classic formulation of 

the issue—“in 1964, it’s the ballot or the bullet”—allows us to ask the rarely-raised 

question whether the struggle for civil rights could have achieved its end without resort to 

King’s brand of supposedly “civil” disobedience. Would it have been better to focus 

more exclusively and directly on the ballot?  

 

                                                           
49

 Read Abraham Lincoln’s Speech to the Young Men’s Lyceum at 

www.whatsoproudlywehail.org/curriculum/the-meaning-of-america/the-perpetuation-of-our-political-

institutions.  
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This seems to be the route Malcolm was exploring. Despite an opening statement of 

the black man’s essential alienation, “The Ballot or the Bullet” is by no means a 

straightforward call to arms. It’s more a nuanced thinking through of the alternatives. 

Malcolm notes that since the white vote is always split, the black minority could hold 

outsized electoral influence. One aim of the speech is instruction in how to use the ballot 

wisely—after all, “a ballot is like a bullet.” Malcolm is quick to acknowledge that greater 

political maturity may not be enough, if all politics in America is a white conspiracy—as 

race-based gerrymandering indicated. Nonetheless, he does not abandon the search for 

properly political solutions. Echoing Douglass, he notes that the parchment regime is on 

the side of fairness: “the Constitution itself has within it the machinery to expel any 

representative from a state where the voting rights of the people are violated.” Although 

he mentions favorable decisions by the Supreme Court, he still doesn’t trust Uncle Sam. 

By the end of the speech, he expands his search for friendly law to the World Court; but 

even this international strategy is grounded in law.  

 

Malcolm’s sense of not belonging in America began early. His rage ran deep. Born 

“Little,” he struggled manfully against the belittlement that American race relations 

imposed on him. It’s not clear where his greatly-questing spirit would have taken him had 

he lived beyond the age of 39. Whatever the twists and turns ahead, I suspect Malcolm 

would have preserved his ability to charm and surprise. At the Harvard Law School 

Forum in December 1964, Malcolm told a story of being on a plane, conversing 

pleasantly for 35 or 40 minutes with the white woman seated next to him. Seeing his 

monogramed briefcase, she asked him “what kind of last name could you have that 

begins with X?” His answer: “Malcolm.” It took her some minutes to put that puzzle 

together but finally she blurted out, “You’re not Malcolm X? . . . I just wouldn’t believe 

that you were that man.” 
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Brown v. Board of Education
 

EARL WARREN 

 
In 1954, the United States Supreme Court, in the case of Brown v. Board of Education, 

unanimously struck down as unconstitutional all state laws establishing separate public 

schools for black and white students, holding that they violated the Fourteenth 

Amendment’s guarantee of equal protection of the laws. Finding that “separate 

educational facilities are inherently unequal,” the court overturned its own prior ruling 

in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) that had upheld segregated schools on the principle of 

“separate but equal.” Reaching this conclusion unanimously took much time and 

enormous effort by the newly appointed Chief Justice Earl Warren (1891–1974; Chief 

Justice 1953–69), who skillfully brought all the other justices to his point of view. Warren 

wrote and delivered the opinion of the court, from which we excerpt the following critical 

portions. (The following year, the court would issue its implementation decision in Brown 

II, ordering federal district courts to carry out school desegregation “with all deliberate 

speed.”) 

 

What is Warren’s argument that segregated schools are inherently unequal? To what 

extent does the argument rest on empirical demonstrations of psychological and 

educational harm to Negro students? If no such harm could be demonstrated, would the 

argument against segregation by race collapse? Or does the Fourteenth Amendment’s 

guarantee of equality before the law rule out any discrimination based on race? 

 
These cases come to us from the States of Kansas, South Carolina, Virginia, and 

Delaware. They are premised on different facts and different local conditions, but a 

common legal question justifies their consideration together in this consolidated opinion.
 

 

In each of the cases, minors of the Negro race, through their legal representatives, 

seek the aid of the courts in obtaining admission to the public schools of their community 

on a nonsegregated basis. In each instance, they had been denied admission to schools 

attended by white children under laws requiring or permitting segregation according to 

race. This segregation was alleged to deprive the plaintiffs of the equal protection of the 

laws under the Fourteenth Amendment. In each of the cases other than the Delaware case, 

a three-judge federal district court denied relief to the plaintiffs on the so-called “separate 

but equal” doctrine announced by this Court in Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537. Under 

that doctrine, equality of treatment is accorded when the races are provided substantially 

equal facilities, even though these facilities be separate. In the Delaware case, the 

Supreme Court of Delaware adhered to that doctrine, but ordered that the plaintiffs be 

admitted to the white schools because of their superiority to the Negro schools. 

 

The plaintiffs contend that segregated public schools are not “equal” and cannot be 

made “equal,” and that hence they are deprived of the equal protection of the laws. 

Because of the obvious importance of the question presented, the Court took jurisdiction. 
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Argument was heard in the 1952 Term, and re-argument was heard this Term on certain 

questions propounded by the Court. 

 

Re-argument was largely devoted to the circumstances surrounding the adoption of 

the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868. It covered exhaustively consideration of the 

Amendment in Congress, ratification by the states, then-existing practices in racial 

segregation, and the views of proponents and opponents of the Amendment. This 

discussion and our own investigation convince us that, although these sources cast some 

light, it is not enough to resolve the problem with which we are faced. At best, they are 

inconclusive. The most avid proponents of the post-War Amendments undoubtedly 

intended them to remove all legal distinctions among “all persons born or naturalized in 

the United States.” Their opponents, just as certainly, were antagonistic to both the letter 

and the spirit of the Amendments and wished them to have the most limited effect. What 

others in Congress and the state legislatures had in mind cannot be determined with any 

degree of certainty. 

 

An additional reason for the inconclusive nature of the Amendment’s history with 

respect to segregated schools is the status of public education at that time. In the South, 

the movement toward free common schools, supported by general taxation, had not yet 

taken hold. Education of white children was largely in the hands of private groups. 

Education of Negroes was almost nonexistent, and practically all of the race were 

illiterate. In fact, any education of Negroes was forbidden by law in some states. Today, 

in contrast, many Negroes have achieved outstanding success in the arts and sciences, as 

well as in the business and professional world. It is true that public school education at 

the time of the Amendment had advanced further in the North, but the effect of the 

Amendment on Northern States was generally ignored in the congressional debates. Even 

in the North, the conditions of public education did not approximate those existing today. 

The curriculum was usually rudimentary; ungraded schools were common in rural areas; 

the school term was but three months a year in many states, and compulsory school 

attendance was virtually unknown. As a consequence, it is not surprising that there 

should be so little in the history of the Fourteenth Amendment relating to its intended 

effect on public education. 

 

In the first cases in this Court construing the Fourteenth Amendment, decided shortly 

after its adoption, the Court interpreted it as proscribing all state-imposed discriminations 

against the Negro race. The doctrine of “separate but equal” did not make its appearance 

in this Court until 1896 in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson, supra, involving not education 

but transportation.
 
American courts have since labored with the doctrine for over half a 

century. In this Court, there have been six cases involving the “separate but equal” 

doctrine in the field of public education. In Cumming v. County Board of Education, 175 

U.S. 528, and Gong Lum v. Rice, 275 U.S. 78, the validity of the doctrine itself was not 

challenged. In more recent cases, all on the graduate school level, inequality was found in 

that specific benefits enjoyed by white students were denied to Negro students of the 

same educational qualifications. Missouri ex rel. Gaines v. Canada, 305 U.S. 337; Sipuel 

v. Oklahoma, 332 U.S. 631; Sweatt v. Painter, 339 U.S. 629; McLaurin v. Oklahoma 

State Regents, 339 U.S. 637. In none of these cases was it necessary to reexamine the 
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doctrine to grant relief to the Negro plaintiff. And in Sweatt v. Painter, supra, the Court 

expressly reserved decision on the question whether Plessy v. Ferguson should be held 

inapplicable to public education. 

 

In the instant cases, that question is directly presented. Here, unlike Sweatt v. 

Painter, there are findings below that the Negro and white schools involved have been 

equalized, or are being equalized, with respect to buildings, curricula, qualifications and 

salaries of teachers, and other “tangible” factors. Our decision, therefore, cannot turn on 

merely a comparison of these tangible factors in the Negro and white schools involved in 

each of the cases. We must look instead to the effect of segregation itself on public 

education. 

 

In approaching this problem, we cannot turn the clock back to 1868, when the 

Amendment was adopted, or even to 1896, when Plessy v. Ferguson was written. We 

must consider public education in the light of its full development and its present place in 

American life throughout the Nation. Only in this way can it be determined if segregation 

in public schools deprives these plaintiffs of the equal protection of the laws. 

 

Today, education is perhaps the most important function of state and local 

governments. Compulsory school attendance laws and the great expenditures for 

education both demonstrate our recognition of the importance of education to our 

democratic society. It is required in the performance of our most basic public 

responsibilities, even service in the armed forces. It is the very foundation of good 

citizenship. Today it is a principal instrument in awakening the child to cultural values, in 

preparing him for later professional training, and in helping him to adjust normally to his 

environment. In these days, it is doubtful that any child may reasonably be expected to 

succeed in life if he is denied the opportunity of an education. Such an opportunity, 

where the state has undertaken to provide it, is a right which must be made available to 

all on equal terms. 

 

We come then to the question presented: Does segregation of children in public 

schools solely on the basis of race, even though the physical facilities and other 

“tangible” factors may be equal, deprive the children of the minority group of equal 

educational opportunities? We believe that it does. 

 

In Sweatt v. Painter, supra, in finding that a segregated law school for Negroes could 

not provide them equal educational opportunities, this Court relied in large part on “those 

qualities which are incapable of objective measurement but which make for greatness in a 

law school.” In McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents, supra, the Court, in requiring that 

a Negro admitted to a white graduate school be treated like all other students, again 

resorted to intangible considerations: “ . . . his ability to study, to engage in discussions 

and exchange views with other students, and, in general, to learn his profession.” Such 

considerations apply with added force to children in grade and high schools. To separate 

them from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of their race generates a 

feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their hearts and 

minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone. The effect of this separation on their 
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educational opportunities was well stated by a finding in the Kansas case by a court 

which nevertheless felt compelled to rule against the Negro plaintiffs:  

 

Segregation of white and colored children in public schools has a detrimental effect 

upon the colored children. The impact is greater when it has the sanction of the law, 

for the policy of separating the races is usually interpreted as denoting the inferiority 

of the negro group. A sense of inferiority affects the motivation of a child to learn. 

Segregation with the sanction of law, therefore, has a tendency to [retard] the 

educational and mental development of negro children and to deprive them of some 

of the benefits they would receive in a racial[ly] integrated school system.
 
  

 

Whatever may have been the extent of psychological knowledge at the time of Plessy 

v. Ferguson, this finding is amply supported by modern authority. Any language 

in Plessy v. Ferguson contrary to this finding is rejected. 

 

We conclude that, in the field of public education, the doctrine of “separate but equal” 

has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal. Therefore, we hold 

that the plaintiffs and others similarly situated for whom the actions have been brought 

are, by reason of the segregation complained of, deprived of the equal protection of the 

laws guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment. This disposition makes unnecessary any 

discussion whether such segregation also violates the Due Process Clause of 

the Fourteenth Amendment. 

 

Because these are class actions, because of the wide applicability of this decision, and 

because of the great variety of local conditions, the formulation of decrees in these cases 

presents problems of considerable complexity. On re-argument, the consideration of 

appropriate relief was necessarily subordinated to the primary question—the 

constitutionality of segregation in public education. We have now announced that such 

segregation is a denial of the equal protection of the laws. In order that we may have the 

full assistance of the parties in formulating decrees, the cases will be restored to the 

docket, and the parties are requested to present further argument on Questions 4 and 5 

previously propounded by the Court for the re-argument this Term. The Attorney 

General of the United States is again invited to participate. The Attorneys General of the 

states requiring or permitting segregation in public education will also be permitted to 

appear as amici curiae upon request to do so by September 15, 1954, and submission of 

briefs by October 1, 1954. 

 

It is so ordered. 
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Parents Involved in Community Schools  
v. 

Seattle School District No. 1 
 

JOHN G. ROBERTS 

 
In the almost 60 years since Brown, the Supreme Court has several times heard a diverse 

array of cases about the use of race as a factor in admissions to public schools and 

universities. Some involve preferential treatment for blacks and other minorities (so-

called affirmative action), others involve efforts to produce desired racial and ethnic 

“diversity.” These complicated cases, which unlike Brown have usually been decided by 

a divided court, have not finally settled when race may, and when it may not, be taken 

into account in admissions decisions, though one touchstone for these cases is whether it 

can be shown that there is a compelling state interest in allowing race to play a decisive 

role. In the present case, Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School 

District No. 1, decided in 2007 by a 5–4 vote, the court struck down practices that 

assigned students to schools on the basis of race and denied that achieving racial 

balance in a school is a “compelling state interest.” Chief Justice John Roberts (b. 1955; 

Chief Justice since 2005) wrote the opinion of the court, here excerpted.  

 

What are Roberts’ arguments against racially based student assignment in this case? 

Is use of race in school placement inherently discriminatory, quite apart from any harm 

done? Is the state’s showing favor to blacks as suspect under the Fourteenth 

Amendment—and as racially discriminatory—as was the state’s showing favor to whites? 

Or does a different understanding of what constitutes a violation of the “equal protection 

of the laws” apply in cases of affirmative action and Brown’s overthrow of racially 

segregated school systems? If so, what is it? What is your response to Roberts’ 

concluding remark: “The way to stop discrimination on the basis of race is to stop 

discriminating on the basis of race”? 

 

The school districts in these cases voluntarily adopted student assignment plans that rely 

upon race to determine which public schools certain children may attend. The Seattle 

school district classifies children as white or nonwhite; the Jefferson County school 

district as black or “other.” In Seattle, this racial classification is used to allocate slots in 

oversubscribed high schools. In Jefferson County, it is used to make certain elementary 

school assignments and to rule on transfer requests. In each case, the school district relies 

upon an individual student’s race in assigning that student to a particular school, so that 

the racial balance at the school falls within a predetermined range based on the racial 

composition of the school district as a whole. Parents of students denied assignment to 

particular schools under these plans solely because of their race brought suit, contending 

that allocating children to different public schools on the basis of race violated 

the Fourteenth Amendment guarantee of equal protection. The Courts of Appeals below 

upheld the plans. We granted certiorari, and now reverse. . . . 
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If the need for the racial classifications embraced by the school districts is unclear, 

even on the districts’ own terms, the costs are undeniable. “[D]istinctions between 

citizens solely because of their ancestry are by their very nature odious to a free people 

whose institutions are founded upon the doctrine of equality.” Adarand, 515 U.S., at 214. 

Government action dividing us by race is inherently suspect because such classifications 

promote “notions of racial inferiority and lead to a politics of racial hostility,” Croson, 

supra, at 493, “reinforce the belief, held by too many for too much of our history, that 

individuals should be judged by the color of their skin,” Shaw v. Reno, 509 U.S. 

630, 657 (1993), and “endorse race-based reasoning and the conception of a Nation 

divided into racial blocs, thus contributing to an escalation of racial hostility and 

conflict.” Metro Broadcasting, 497 U.S., at 603 (O’Connor, J., dissenting). As the Court 

explained in Rice v. Cayetano, 528 U.S. 495, 517 (2000) , “[o]ne of the principal reasons 

race is treated as a forbidden classification is that it demeans the dignity and worth of a 

person to be judged by ancestry instead of by his or her own merit and essential 

qualities.” 

 

All this is true enough in the contexts in which these statements were made—

government contracting, voting districts, allocation of broadcast licenses, and electing 

state officers—but when it comes to using race to assign children to schools, history will 

be heard. In Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954), we held that segregation 

deprived black children of equal educational opportunities regardless of whether school 

facilities and other tangible factors were equal, because government classification and 

separation on grounds of race themselves denoted inferiority. It was not the inequality of 

the facilities but the fact of legally separating children on the basis of race on which the 

Court relied to find a constitutional violation in 1954. (“‘The impact [of segregation] is 

greater when it has the sanction of the law’”). The next Term, we accordingly stated that 

“full compliance” with Brown I required school districts “to achieve a system of 

determining admission to the public schools on a nonracial basis.” Brown II, 349 U.S. at 

300–301 (emphasis added). 

 

The parties and their amici debate which side is more faithful to the heritage 

of Brown, but the position of the plaintiffs in Brown was spelled out in their brief and 

could not have been clearer: “[T]he Fourteenth Amendment prevents states from 

according differential treatment to American children on the basis of their color or race.” 

What do the racial classifications at issue here do, if not accord differential treatment on 

the basis of race? As counsel who appeared before this Court for the plaintiffs 

in Brown put it: “We have one fundamental contention which we will seek to develop in 

the course of this argument, and that contention is that no State has any authority under 

the equal-protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment to use race as a factor in 

affording educational opportunities among its citizens.” There is no ambiguity in that 

statement. And it was that position that prevailed in this Court, which emphasized in its 

remedial opinion that what was “[a]t stake is the personal interest of the plaintiffs in 

admission to public schools as soon as practicable on a nondiscriminatory basis,” and 

what was required was “determining admission to the public schools on a nonracial 

basis” (emphasis added). What do the racial classifications do in these cases, if not 

determine admission to a public school on a racial basis?  
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Before Brown, schoolchildren were told where they could and could not go to school 

based on the color of their skin. The school districts in these cases have not carried the 

heavy burden of demonstrating that we should allow this once again—even for very 

different reasons. For schools that never segregated on the basis of race, such as Seattle, 

or that have removed the vestiges of past segregation, such as Jefferson County, the way 

“to achieve a system of determining admission to the public schools on a nonracial 

basis,” is to stop assigning students on a racial basis. The way to stop discrimination on 

the basis of race is to stop discriminating on the basis of race. 

 

The judgments of the Courts of Appeals for the Sixth and Ninth Circuits are reversed, 

and the cases are remanded for further proceedings. 

 

It is so ordered. 
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 Affirmative Action 

from The Content of Our Character 
 

SHELBY STEELE 

 
One of the most vexing questions about American race relations concerns the wisdom 

and fairness of our programs of affirmative action, practices that, in the name of justice 

and fairness, give one form or another of preferential treatment to blacks (and other 

victims of prior discrimination), in order to help them overcome the handicaps incurred 

as a result of prior injustice and deprivation. As the last selection indicates, the legal 

debates turn on whether such racial preferences fall afoul of the Equal Protection Clause 

(and also the Due Process Clause) of the Fourteenth Amendment. But there are also 

social and psychological arguments about the benefits and harms of affirmative action, 

both to the broader society and to the presumptive beneficiaries of the practice. The 

social and personal arguments in favor of affirmative action are well known: to diminish 

racial tensions by promoting greater racial equality; to provide disadvantaged persons a 

leg up in their pursuit of a worthy life. But the possible costs of the practice are less 

openly discussed. That is the subject of this selection, “Affirmative Action: The Price of 

Preference,” by prize-winning author, columnist, scholar and filmmaker, Shelby Steele 

(b. 1946), taken from his 1990 bestselling book, The Content of Our Character: A New 

Vision of Race in America. 

 

Steele grants the good intentions of affirmative action but is worried about its effects. 

Is he right in doing so? Why does Steele distinguish between racial representation and 

racial development? List the various reasons that Steele gives for thinking that blacks 

may lose more from affirmative action than they gain? Which of these, if any, do you find 

compelling, and why? What is the effect of affirmative action on racialist attitudes and 

discrimination? What form of affirmative action does Steele believe will truly contribute 

to black empowerment and progress? 

 
In a few short years, when my two children will be applying to college, the affirmative 

action policies by which most universities offer black students some form of preferential 

treatment will present me with a dilemma. I am a middle-class black, a college professor, 

far from wealthy, but also well-removed from the kind of deprivation that would qualify 

my children for the label “disadvantaged.” Both of them have endured racial insensitivity 

from whites. They have been called names, have suffered slights, and have experienced 

firsthand the peculiar malevolence that racism brings out in people. Yet, they have never 

experienced racial discrimination, have never been stopped by their race on any path that 

they have chosen to follow. Still, their society now tells them that if they will only 

designate themselves as black on their college applications, they will likely do better in 

the college lottery than if they conceal this fact. I think there is something of a Faustian 

bargain in this. 

 

Read the essay here: www.nytimes.com/1990/05/13/magazine/a-negative-vote-on-

affirmative-action.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm.  

http://www.nytimes.com/1990/05/13/magazine/a-negative-vote-on-affirmative-action.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm
http://www.nytimes.com/1990/05/13/magazine/a-negative-vote-on-affirmative-action.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm
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Harrison Bergeron 
 

KURT VONNEGUT JR. 

 
Central to the American creed is the principle of equality, beginning with the notion that 

all human beings possess certain fundamental rights and equal standing before the law. 

Our concern for equality has expanded over the past half century to focus also on 

inequalities in opportunities, wealth, achievement, and social condition. What good is an 

equal right to pursue happiness if one lacks the social means or native gifts to exercise it 

successfully? In this satirical story (1961), set in a future time in which “everybody was 

finally equal . . . every which way,” Kurt Vonnegut Jr. (1922–2007) challenges our 

devotion to equality and invites us to consider the costs of pursuing it too zealously. 

Although the story is not explicitly about racial equality, the questions it provokes about 

the kind of equality we should want are relevant also to campaigns to eliminate 

inequalities among racial groups. 

 

Does the society portrayed here represent a fulfillment of the ideal of equality in the 

Declaration of Independence, or rather a perversion of the principle? Does opposing 

invidious distinctions, envy, and feelings of inferiority require reducing everyone to the 

lowest common denominator, and is this the true path to “social justice”? Would 

homogeneity attained by artificially raising up the low, producing a nation of Harrisons 

rather than a nation of Hazels—a prospect offered by biotechnological “enhancement”—

be more reasonable or any more attractive? What might this story have to say to the 

aspirations to achieve racial equality in performance and success? 

 
The year was 2081, and everybody was finally equal. They weren’t only equal before 

God and the law. They were equal every which way. Nobody was smarter than anybody 

else. Nobody was better looking than anybody else. Nobody was stronger or quicker than 

anybody else. All this equality was due to the 211th, 212th, and 213th Amendments to 

the Constitution, and to the unceasing vigilance of agents of the United States 

Handicapper General.  

 

Read the story here: 

http://www.nationalreview.com/nroriginals/?q=MDllNmVmNGU1NDVjY2IzODBlMjY

zNDljZTMzNzFlZjc=&w=MA.  

 

 

http://www.nationalreview.com/nroriginals/?q=MDllNmVmNGU1NDVjY2IzODBlMjYzNDljZTMzNzFlZjc=&w=MA
http://www.nationalreview.com/nroriginals/?q=MDllNmVmNGU1NDVjY2IzODBlMjYzNDljZTMzNzFlZjc=&w=MA
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The Negro Family: 

The Case for National Action 
 

DANIEL PATRICK MOYNIHAN 

 
The removal of legal obstacles to equality of opportunity did not directly lead—and has 

not yet led—to equal results for African Americans considered as a group. Partly as a 

result, the demand for greater equality of outcomes has risen—especially in matters 

economic, where the black-white income gap continues to widen. But already in 1965, in 

the heady days of the Civil Rights Movement and its legislative victories outlawing overt 

racial discrimination, a government report called attention to what it called “a new crisis 

in race relations,” based on the need to help the disintegrating black family in order to 

attain full group equality for African Americans. The report, written by Daniel Patrick 

Moynihan (1927–2003), Harvard sociologist, author, diplomat, advisor to four 

presidents, and three-term senator from the state of New York, called for major federal 

government programs to aid the black family and to help blacks achieve equal success 

and status in the United States. The present excerpt comprises the report’s Preface and 

Chapter 1 (“The Negro American Revolution”). Although widely attacked for what some 

called “blaming the victim,” the report played a crucial role in expanding the role of the 

federal government in antipoverty and family welfare programs. 

 

What, according to Moynihan, is “the new crisis in race relations”? What are the 

primary obstacles to racial equality in outcomes? How does the report justify the “new 

departure in Federal policy”? What is the new demand for equality? Do not equal liberty 

and equal opportunity almost guarantee unequal outcomes? If so, can one have both 

liberty and equality? What should be the role of the federal government in this area, and 

what its goals and purposes? What, according to Moynihan, are the prospects for racial 

equality in America? 

 
Two hundred years ago, in 1765, nine assembled colonies first joined together to 

demand freedom from arbitrary power. 

 

For the first century we struggled to hold together the first continental union of 

democracy in the history of man. One hundred years ago, in 1865, following a terrible 

test of blood and fire, the compact of union was finally sealed. 

 

For a second century we labored to establish a unity of purpose and interest among 

the many groups which make up the American community. 

 

That struggle has often brought pain and violence. It is not yet over. 

 

—State of the Union Message, President Lyndon B. Johnson, January 4, 1965 

 

The United States is approaching a new crisis in race relations. 
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In the decade that began with the school desegregation decision of the Supreme 

Court, and ended with the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the demand of Negro 

Americans for full recognition of their civil rights was finally met. 

 

The effort, no matter how savage and brutal, of some State and local governments to 

thwart the exercise of those rights is doomed. The nation will not put up with it—least of 

all the Negroes. The present moment will pass. In the meantime, a new period is 

beginning. 

 

In this new period the expectations of the Negro Americans will go beyond civil 

rights. Being Americans, they will now expect that in the near future equal opportunities 

for them as a group will produce roughly equal results, as compared with other groups. 

This is not going to happen. Nor will it happen for generations to come unless a new and 

special effort is made. 

 

There are two reasons. First, the racist virus in the American blood stream still afflicts 

us: Negroes will encounter serious personal prejudice for at least another generation. 

Second, three centuries of sometimes unimaginable mistreatment have taken their toll on 

the Negro people. The harsh fact is that as a group, at the present time, in terms of ability 

to win out in the competitions of American life, they are not equal to most of those 

groups with which they will be competing. Individually, Negro Americans reach the 

highest peaks of achievement. But collectively, in the spectrum of American ethnic and 

religious and regional groups, where some get plenty and some get none, where some 

send eighty percent of their children to college and others pull them out of school at the 

8th grade, Negroes are among the weakest. 

 

The most difficult fact for white Americans to understand is that in these terms the 

circumstances of the Negro American community in recent years has probably been 

getting worse, not better. 

 

Indices of dollars of income, standards of living, and years of education deceive. The 

gap between the Negro and most other groups in American society is widening. 

 

The fundamental problem, in which this is most clearly the case, is that of family 

structure. The evidence—not final, but powerfully persuasive—is that the Negro family 

in the urban ghettos is crumbling. A middle-class group has managed to save itself, but 

for vast numbers of the unskilled, poorly educated city working class the fabric of 

conventional social relationships has all but disintegrated. There are indications that the 

situation may have been arrested in the past few years, but the general post-war trend is 

unmistakable. So long as this situation persists, the cycle of poverty and disadvantage 

will continue to repeat itself. 

 

The thesis of this paper is that these events, in combination, confront the nation with a 

new kind of problem. Measures that have worked in the past, or would work for most 

groups in the present, will not work here. A national effort is required that will give a 
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unity of purpose to the many activities of the Federal government in this area, directed to 

a new kind of national goal: the establishment of a stable Negro family structure. 

 

This would be a new departure for Federal policy. And a difficult one. But it almost 

certainly offers the only possibility of resolving in our time what is, after all, the nation’s 

oldest, and most intransigent, and now its most dangerous social problem. What Gunnar 

Myrdal
50

 said in An American Dilemma remains true today: “America is free to choose 

whether the Negro shall remain her liability or become her opportunity. . . .” 

 

The Negro American revolution is rightly regarded as the most important domestic 

event of the postwar period in the United States. 

 

Nothing like it has occurred since the upheavals of the 1930’s which led to the 

organization of the great industrial trade unions, and which in turn profoundly altered 

both the economy and the political scene. There have been few other events in our 

history—the American Revolution itself, the surge of Jacksonian Democracy in the 

1830’s, the Abolitionist movement, and the Populist movement of the late 

19th Century—comparable to the current Negro movement. 

 

There has been none more important. The Negro American revolution holds forth the 

prospect that the American Republic, which at birth was flawed by the institution of 

Negro slavery, and which throughout its history has been marred by the unequal 

treatment of Negro citizens, will at last redeem the full promise of the Declaration of 

Independence. . . .  

 

The End of the Beginning 

 

The major events of the onset of the Negro revolution are now behind us. 

 

The political events were three: First, the Negroes themselves organized as a mass 

movement. Their organizations have been in some ways better disciplined and better led 

than any in our history. They have established an unprecedented alliance with religious 

groups throughout the nation and have maintained close ties with both political parties 

and with most segments of the trade union movement. Second, the Kennedy-Johnson 

Administration committed the Federal government to the cause of Negro equality. This 

had never happened before. Third, the 1964 Presidential election was practically a 

referendum on this commitment: if these were terms made by the opposition, they were 

in effect accepted by the President. 

 

The overwhelming victory of President Johnson must be taken as emphatic popular 

endorsement of the unmistakable, and openly avowed course which the Federal 

government has pursued under his leadership. 

 

                                                           
50

 Karl Gunnar Myrdal (1898–1987) was a Swedish economist and sociologist who, in 1974, received the 

Nobel Prize for his work in economics. His study on American race relations—An American Dilemma: The 

Negro Problem and Modern Democracy (1944)—was cited in Brown v. Board of Education (1954). 
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The administrative events were threefold as well: First, beginning with the 

establishment of the President’s Committee on Equal Employment Opportunity and on to 

the enactment of the Manpower Development and Training Act of 1962, the Federal 

government has launched a major national effort to redress the profound imbalance 

between the economic position of the Negro citizens and the rest of the nation that 

derives primarily from their unequal position in the labor market. Second, the Economic 

Opportunity Act of 1964 began a major national effort to abolish poverty, a condition in 

which almost half of Negro families are living. Third, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 

marked the end of the era of legal and formal discrimination against Negroes and created 

important new machinery for combating covert discrimination and unequal treatment. 

(The Act does not guarantee an end to harassment in matters such as voter registration, 

but does make it more or less incumbent upon government to take further steps to thwart 

such efforts when they do occur.) 

 

The legal events were no less specific. Beginning with Brown v. Board of 

Education in 1954, through the decade that culminated in the recent decisions upholding 

Title II of the Civil Rights Act, the Federal judiciary, led by the Supreme Court, has used 

every opportunity to combat unequal treatment of Negro citizens. It may be put as a 

general proposition that the laws of the United States now look upon any such treatment 

as obnoxious, and that the courts will strike it down wherever it appears. 

 

The Demand for Equality 

 

With these events behind us, the nation now faces a different set of challenges, which 

may prove more difficult to meet, if only because they cannot be cast as concrete 

propositions of right and wrong. 

 

The fundamental problem here is that the Negro revolution, like the industrial 

upheaval of the 1930’s, is a movement for equality as well as for liberty. 

 

Liberty and Equality are the twin ideals of American democracy. But they are not the 

same thing. Nor, most importantly, are they equally attractive to all groups at any given 

time nor yet are they always compatible, one with the other. 

 

Many persons who would gladly die for liberty are appalled by equality. Many who 

are devoted to equality are puzzled and even troubled by liberty. Much of the political 

history of the American nation can be seen as a competition between these two ideals, as 

for example, the unending troubles between capital and labor. 

 

By and large, liberty has been the ideal with the higher social prestige in America. It 

has been the middle class aspiration, par excellence. (Note the assertions of the 

conservative right that ours is a republic, not a democracy.) Equality, on the other hand, 

has enjoyed tolerance more than acceptance. Yet it has roots deep in Western civilization 

and “is at least coeval with, if not prior to, liberty in the history of Western political 

thought.” 
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American democracy has not always been successful in maintaining a balance 

between these two ideals, and notably so where the Negro American is concerned. 

“Lincoln freed the slaves,” but they were given liberty, not equality. It was therefore 

possible in the century that followed to deprive their descendants of much of their liberty 

as well. 

 

The ideal of equality does not ordain that all persons end up, as well as start out 

equal. In traditional terms, as put by Faulkner, “there is no such thing as equality per se, 

but only equality to: equal right and opportunity to make the best one can of one’s life 

within one’s capability, without fear of injustice or oppression or threat of violence.” But 

the evolution of American politics, with the distinct persistence of ethnic and religious 

groups, has added a profoundly significant new dimension to that egalitarian ideal. It is 

increasingly demanded that the distribution of success and failure within one group be 

roughly comparable to that within other groups. It is not enough that all individuals start 

out on even terms, if the members of one group almost invariably end up well to the fore, 

and those of another far to the rear. This is what ethnic politics are all about in America, 

and in the main the Negro American demands are being put forth in this now traditional 

and established framework. 

 

Here a point of semantics must be grasped. The demand for Equality of Opportunity 

has been generally perceived by white Americans as a demand for liberty, a demand not 

to be excluded from the competitions of life—at the polling place, in the scholarship 

examinations, at the personnel office, on the housing market. Liberty does, of course, 

demand that everyone be free to try his luck, or test his skill in such matters. But these 

opportunities do not necessarily produce equality: on the contrary, to the extent that 

winners imply losers, equality of opportunity almost insures inequality of results. 

 

The point of semantics is that equality of opportunity now has a different meaning for 

Negroes than it has for whites. It is not (or at least no longer) a demand for liberty alone, 

but also for equality—in terms of group results. In Bayard Rustin’s terms, “It is now 

concerned not merely with removing the barriers to full opportunity but with achieving 

the fact of equality.” By equality Rustin means a distribution of achievements among 

Negroes roughly comparable to that among whites. 

 

As Nathan Glazer has put it, “The demand for economic equality is now not the 

demand for equal opportunities for the equally qualified: it is now the demand for 

equality of economic results. . . . The demand for equality in education . . . has also 

become a demand for equality of results, of outcomes.” 

 

Some aspects of the new laws do guarantee results, in the sense that upon enactment 

and enforcement they bring about an objective that is an end in itself, e.g., the public 

accommodations titles of the Civil Rights Act. 

 

Other provisions are at once terminal and intermediary. The portions of the Civil 

Rights Act dealing with voting rights will no doubt lead to further enlargements of the 

freedom of the Negro American. 
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But by and large, the programs that have been enacted in the first phase of the Negro 

revolution—Manpower Retraining, the Job Corps, Community Action, et al.—only make 

opportunities available. They cannot insure the outcome. 

 

The principal challenge of the next phase of the Negro revolution is to make certain 

that equality of results will now follow. If we do not, there will be no social peace in the 

United States for generations. 

 

The Prospect for Equality 

 

The time, therefore, is at hand for an unflinching look at the present potential of Negro 

Americans to move from where they now are to where they want, and ought to be. 

 

There is no very satisfactory way, at present, to measure social health or social 

pathology within an ethnic, or religious, or geographical community. Data are few and 

uncertain, and conclusions drawn from them, including the conclusions that follow, are 

subject to the grossest error.  Nonetheless, the opportunities, no less than the dangers, of 

the present moment, demand that an assessment be made. 

 

That being the case, it has to be said that there is a considerable body of evidence to 

support the conclusion that Negro social structure, in particular the Negro family, 

battered and harassed by discrimination, injustice, and uprooting, is in the deepest 

trouble. While many young Negroes are moving ahead to unprecedented levels of 

achievement, many more are falling further and further behind. 

 

After an intensive study of the life of central Harlem, the board of directors of Harlem 

Youth Opportunities Unlimited, Inc. summed up their findings in one statement: 

“Massive deterioration of the fabric of society and its institutions. . . .” 

 

It is the conclusion of this survey of the available national data, that what is true of 

central Harlem, can be said to be true of the Negro American world in general. 

 

If this is so, it is the single most important social fact of the United States today. 
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The Mirage of Equality 

from The Quest for Cosmic Justice 
 

THOMAS SOWELL 

 
Thomas Sowell (b. 1930), Hoover Institution economist and prolific author and political 

commentator, has made a career of writing against the conventional wisdom, including 

about welfare economics, race relations, and the role of government. In these excerpts 

from his 1999 book, The Quest for Cosmic Justice, Sowell argues that the goal of 

equality is a mirage and that therefore the pursuit of it, however well intentioned, has 

damaging consequences. 

 

What does Sowell mean by “equality”? Why does he think that equality of 

performance and result is a mirage? What, according to Sowell, are some of the 

ineradicable causes of inequality? Does Sowell object to equality as an ideal or only to 

pursuing it through public policy? What might be some of the social costs of pursuing 

equality? To what extent can existing inequalities of performance be attributable to overt 

or subtle racial discrimination and prejudice? What kind of equality should we be 

concerned with today and tomorrow? 

 
Equality, like justice, is one of the most fateful—and undefined—words of our times. 

Whole societies can be, and have been, jeopardized by the passionate pursuit of this 

elusive notion. There is nothing wrong with equality in itself. In fact, there is much that is 

attractive about the idea. At the very least, glaring inequalities are unattractive, even for 

those who accept them as inevitable, like death, or as the lesser of alternative evils. But to 

equate the attractiveness of the concept with a mandate for public policy aimed at 

equality is to assume that politicizing inequality is free of costs and dangers, when in fact 

such politicization can have very high costs and very grave dangers. The abstract 

desirability of equality, like the abstract desirability of immortality, is beside the point 

when choosing what practical course of action to follow. What matters is what we are 

prepared to do, to risk, or to sacrifice, in pursuit of what can turn out to be a mirage. 

 

Read the essay at 

http://books.google.com/books?id=5eU2KN9ChnEC&dq=quest+for+cosmic+justice&so

urce=gbs_navlinks_s.  

 

 

http://books.google.com/books?id=5eU2KN9ChnEC&dq=quest+for+cosmic+justice&source=gbs_navlinks_s
http://books.google.com/books?id=5eU2KN9ChnEC&dq=quest+for+cosmic+justice&source=gbs_navlinks_s
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From Enough 
 

JUAN WILLIAMS 

 
Now several decades after Brown v. Board of Education, the Civil Rights Movement, and 

the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts, the economic and social progress of African 

Americans has been mixed. Large numbers of blacks have entered the middle class and 

positions of leadership in business, government, and the arts and sciences. Yet in large 

segments of the black community, poverty and crime remain high, graduation rates from 

high school and college remain low, and many people have given up hope of a better life. 

Explanations and possible remedies for this state of affairs have been the subject of 

sometimes bitter debate. In these excerpts from his 2006 book, Enough: The Phony 

Leaders, Dead-End Movements, and Culture of Failure That Are Undermining Black 

America—and What We Can Do About It, award-winning black journalist and author 

Juan Williams (b. 1954) presents his view of the matter. The book was inspired by 

comedian Bill Cosby’s speech (2004) at the NAACP’s celebration of the 50th anniversary 

of the Supreme Court’s school desegregation decision.
51

  

 

What, according to Williams, are the major problems facing black Americans today, 

and what their major causes? What evidence does he cite for his position? Is it 

convincing? How does he propose addressing these problems? How does he assess the 

black burden of white racism—yesterday, today, and tomorrow? What does he regard as 

the best route to black empowerment? Is this a matter requiring a new Civil Rights 

Movement? 

 
A New York Times series on the growing class divide in the nation found that an 

increasing percentage of the most successful students today are the children of the upper 

middle class and the rich. “Whatever children inherit from their parents—habits, skills, 

genes, contacts, money—seems to matter more today,” and family structure becomes a 

class issue in modern America, too, according to the Times. The best-educated Americans 

now have fewer children. They also give birth to those children later in life, when they 

have more money to spend on the children. This is true for white parents, black parents, 

and immigrant parents. The gap between money earned by people who graduated from 

college and money earned by those who did not doubled in the last twenty years. It is 

becoming harder for poor people to compete. 

 

Read the essay in Enough: 

http://books.google.com/books?id=d8YjcO0mPAYC&source=gbs_navlinks_s.  

 

 

 

                                                           
51

 Video and text for Cosby’s speech can be found at 

www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/billcosbypoundcakespeech.htm.  

http://books.google.com/books?id=d8YjcO0mPAYC&source=gbs_navlinks_s
http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/billcosbypoundcakespeech.htm
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The Moral Obligations of  

Living in a Democratic Society 
 

CORNEL WEST 
 

Few black intellectuals in the United States today command as much attention as prolific 

author, critic, and activist Cornel West (b. 1953), professor of African American Studies 

at Princeton University and member of the Democratic Socialists of America. Focusing 

on race, class, and gender, West is an outspoken critic of contemporary American society 

in the name of decency and dignity, freedom and democracy. In this essay, West is 

concerned about the viability of democratic society in America, which he believes is 

threatened by “a lethal and unprecedented linkage of relative economic decline, cultural 

decay, and political lethargy.”  

 

What does West mean by this diagnosis? Why does he say that democracy necessarily 

concerns itself with “the role of the most disadvantaged in relation to the public 

interest”? What does he mean by “cultural decay” or by “the market culture”? Citing 

specific examples from the text, explain why he thinks our culture is in decline? What are 

“nonmarket” values, and why does West think they are crucial for democratic societies? 

What is the difference between a “hood” and a “neighborhood,” and does this difference 

matter? Does the music we listen to affect who we become? What does West mean by 

saying that “to be part of the democratic tradition is to be a prisoner of hope”? 

 

One of the fundamental questions of our day is whether the tradition of struggle can be 

preserved and expanded. I refer to the struggle for decency and dignity, the struggle for 

freedom and democracy.  

 

In Tradition and Individual Talent (1919), T. S. Eliot claims that tradition is not 

something you inherit—if you want it, you must sacrifice for it. In other words, tradition 

must be fought for. . . .  

 

In any discussion about race matters it is vital to situate yourself in a tradition, in a 

larger narrative that links the past to the present. When we think of Sojourner Truth, 

Harriet Tubman, Ida Buelle Wells-Barnett, A. Philip Randolph, Marcus Garvey, Ella 

Baker, James Baldwin, and so many nameless and anonymous ones, we cannot but be 

moved by their standards of vision and courage. They are wind at one’s back. 

 

Read the essay here: 

http://icefvpphs.sharpschool.net/UserFiles/Servers/Server_29660/File/Cornel%20West-

%20Moral%20Obligation.pdf.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://icefvpphs.sharpschool.net/UserFiles/Servers/Server_29660/File/Cornel%20West-%20Moral%20Obligation.pdf
http://icefvpphs.sharpschool.net/UserFiles/Servers/Server_29660/File/Cornel%20West-%20Moral%20Obligation.pdf
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Dreaming of a Black Christmas 
 

GERALD EARLY 

 
For many years, American blacks have been trying to make sense of their identity as 

African and American, and much effort has been spent to establish connections to their 

forgotten African roots, partly in negative reaction to the “imposed” American holidays 

and Christian rituals, partly in positive search for a lost ancestral culture. In this essay, 

Gerald Lyn Early (b. 1952), professor of English and head of the African American 

Studies Program at Washington University in St. Louis, discusses one prominent 

expression of this search for a more authentic African American culture and religion, the 

holiday of Kwanzaa. 

 

According to Early, the holiday of Kwanzaa “bestows the gifts of therapy.” What is it 

that requires therapy? How does the “therapy” work? How well does Early think that 

Kwanzaa cures or heals? What does he mean by claiming that Kwanzaa “trivializes the 

very heritage that it is trying to make sacred”? Consider the seven principles/beliefs that 

inform the holiday of Kwanzaa. Are they at odds with either American or Christian 

principles? Why does Early, as a Christian, resist the rituals and symbols of Kwanzaa? 

Why in the end does he relent, appearing to change his mind about the value of the 

holiday? After expressing gratitude for a “moment of uncontrived human connection”—

an undying memory of his sister at a Christmas past—triggered by a recent Kwanzaa 

celebration, he generalizes: “What else is Kwanzaa, Christmas, or any other holiday, in 

the end, good for?” Is the main purpose of our national holidays the evoking of private 

personal memories? Is this why we celebrate Martin Luther King Jr. Day? 

 
For the past five or six years, in my position as head of the African-American studies 

program at the university where I teach, I’ve been invited by the black students on 

campus to take part in their annual celebration of Kwanzaa, the African-American 

holiday that is gaining in popularity each year. The festivities, which are usually 

celebrated during the seven days between December 26 and January 1, are compressed, 

for the students, purposes, into one evening. The ceremony takes place in one of the 

campus’s cafeterias. All the trappings of a somber religious occasion are there: candles, a 

mat, a ritual cup, remarks to the gathered celebrants.  

 

Because Kwanzaa is designed to connect African Americans to their African heritage, 

the colors and symbols of that continent predominate. Kente cloth is ubiquitous, as are 

the red, black, and green of Marcus Garvey’s Pan-African flag. Gifts of nuts, fruits, and 

vegetables, which are meant to recall African harvest festivals, are placed on the mat. 

Corn, a symbol of children, is also offered, to remind us that we are responsible to the 

youngest of the community.  

 

Read the essay here: http://harpers.org/archive/1997/01/dreaming-of-a-black-christmas/.  

 

 

http://harpers.org/archive/1997/01/dreaming-of-a-black-christmas/
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Everyday Use 
 

ALICE WALKER 

 
Families are teachers of culture and the transmitters of tradition. As we go forward into 

an uncharted future, and whether we know it or not, we carry our past with us in many 

ways—in the homes and families of our origin, in the names we are given, in the 

heirlooms we inherit. Yet in times of rapid cultural change and ferment, ties to families 

are stretched thin; old traditions are abandoned for new religious and cultural forms—

or, sometimes, for nothing at all. These phenomena raise special challenges for 

contemporary black Americans, as they face choices regarding how much to retain of 

their familial, religious, and cultural roots—roots that, for many, have been twisted by 

the experience of racial prejudice and oppression. Nevertheless, as novelist Alice Walker 

(b. 1944) makes clear in this story (1973), how we treat our inheritances speaks volumes 

about who we are and how we stand in the world. The story is narrated by an 

unschooled, hardworking black woman with two daughters, one now a woman of the 

world—stylish, sophisticated, with a new sense of self—the other a homebody—slow, 

timid, attached to the humble ways of her rural roots. The climax of the story concerns 

who shall have, and how to use, the handmade family quilts: Dee (now sporting a new 

African name, Wangero), who intends to hang them on her walls, or Maggie (to whom 

they’ve been promised), who would use them on her marriage bed. 

 

In whose hands is the family’s tradition better respected? What is the meaning of the 

quilts, and why might they matter? In this instance, how might hanging the quilts on the 

wall support Dee’s newly assumed African identity? In general, is our cultural and 

religious inheritance something to be admired on a wall, something to wrap ourselves in, 

or something inside and knitted together with us? What is sacred to us? How should we 

honor and transmit our legacies? Can Americans—white or black—do without them? Is 

it possible—is it desirable—to “re-invent” one’s past and one’s inheritance? 

 
I will wait for her in the yard that Maggie and I made so clean and wavy yesterday 

afternoon. A yard like this is more comfortable than most people know. It is not just a 

yard. It is like an extended living room. When the hard clay is swept clean as a floor and 

the fine sand around the edges lined with tiny, irregular grooves, anyone can come and sit 

and look up into the elm tree and wait for the breezes that never come inside the house. 

 

Read the story here: http://xroads.virginia.edu/~ug97/quilt/walker.html.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://xroads.virginia.edu/~ug97/quilt/walker.html
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Growing Up Colored 
 

HENRY LOUIS GATES JR. 

 
In Chapter Two, the selections by W. E. B. Du Bois, James Baldwin, Ralph Ellison, and 

Zora Neale Hurston all addressed questions of divided personal identity as experienced 

by African Americans living in the period of state-sponsored segregation and racial 

discrimination. But the end of those abusive practices has not eliminated issues of divided 

identity for many African Americans. All of the readings in this final section of the book, 

each by a prominent contemporary black thinker, look at those issues in the post-

segregation age. 

 

In his personal memoir (2012), “Growing Up Colored,” the distinguished literary 

critic, educator, author, and director of Harvard University’s W. E. B. Du Bois Institute 

for African and African American Research, Henry Louis Gates Jr. (b. 1950), describes 

his boyhood in Piedmont, West Virginia “where I learned to be a colored boy.” In the 

short concluding passages excerpted here, Gates speaks about his sense of identity half a 

century—and much personal acclaim—later. 

 

Why does Gates feel a special affinity with any black American he meets on the 

street? Why might he distrust this reflex to signal immediate racial kinship? Can one 

justify “racial pride” without accepting “racial recrimination”? Do either or both of 

these feelings make sense? What does it mean to “construct” different identities based on 

“elective affinities”? At the end, Gates, acknowledging his dividedness, says that he 

wants “to luxuriate in whatever I might be calling blackness,” but to do so “in order to 

come out on the other side to experience a humanity that is neither colorless nor 

reducible to color.” What would such humanity feel like? Is it possible? Does humanity, 

as such, have color? Can—should—racial or ethnic identity be transcended? 

 
One summer recently, I sat at a sidewalk cafe in Italy, and three or four “black” Italians 

walked casually by, as well as a dozen or more blacker Africans. Each spoke to me; 

rather, each nodded his head slightly or acknowledged me by a glance, ever so subtly. 

When I was growing up, we always did this with each other, ships passing in a sea of 

white folk. 

 

Read the essay here: http://www.americanheritage.com/content/growing-colored.  

 

 

http://www.americanheritage.com/content/growing-colored
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How Can We Save the African-American Race? 

from Losing the Race 
 

JOHN MCWHORTER 

 
Identity and self-conception—who we think we are and what we think of ourselves—

matters much, both for personal happiness and for worldly success. The identity of both 

individuals and groups is determined partly by how we see ourselves, partly by how 

others see us. This subject has long concerned the American linguist and political 

commentator, John McWhorter (b. 1965), who has published widely on language and 

race relations. This excerpted essay is taken from his book, Losing the Race: Self-

Sabotage in Black America (2000). 

 

Why does McWhorter believe that “Black America is mired in a detour . . . from the 

path to the mountaintop that Martin Luther King intended”? To what does he attribute 

the low esteem in which blacks are held—and hold themselves—in modern America? 

What does he mean by “Victimology,” “Separatism,” and “Anti-intellectualism”? What 

are their effects on the self-understanding and approach to life of black Americans, and 

on the perception of blacks by American society? Why does McWhorter say that white 

racism is no longer the main obstacle to black advancement? What, according to 

McWhorter, is the second phase of the Civil Rights Movement, and what would it 

involve—both regarding ends and means? 

 
Black America is currently mired in a detour, intended by neither blacks nor whites, from 

the path to the mountaintop that Martin Luther King envisioned. Having been taught to 

cherish victimhood over action and essentialism over universalism, a great many people 

of the second black generation after the Civil Rights Movement are being hindered in 

continuing the struggle our ancestors initiated on our behalf. 

 

Read the essay here: 

http://books.google.com/books?id=UvMGxQrbQREC&lpg=PP1&pg=PA212#v=onepage

&q&f=false.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://books.google.com/books?id=UvMGxQrbQREC&lpg=PP1&pg=PA212#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=UvMGxQrbQREC&lpg=PP1&pg=PA212#v=onepage&q&f=false
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The Black Table, the Empty Suit, and the Tie 
 

STEPHEN L. CARTER 

 
Few of our contemporaries have written more thoughtfully about their efforts to describe 

and ground their own black identity than Stephen L. Carter (b. 1954), Yale professor of 

law, public policy writer, journalist, bestselling novelist, and author of Reflections of an 

Affirmative Action Baby (1991). In this 1994 essay, “The Black Table, the Empty Seat, 

and the Tie,” Carter tenaciously pursues questions of personal identity: “Who exactly 

are we, dark-skinned lawyers in a white-skinned profession? . . . Yes, we are black  . . . 

but how are we black?” After describing, via reflections about “the empty seat,” how 

society around him compels him to face his blackness, he proceeds to discuss why he, 

quite on his own, claims, his black personal identity. After a discussion (not included 

here) on “professionalism and professional identity,” he concludes with a discussion of 

assimilation. 

 

What does Carter conclude from his meditations on the empty seat? Why is it 

important to Carter to claim his blackness? What, for Carter, is the basis of and reason 

for his racial solidarity? What does he mean when he says that such solidarity “can be 

the bridge between our roots and our destinations?” What, according to Carter, are the 

costs of efforts to assimilate? What, finally, does Carter mean when he speaks about 

claiming one’s people as a form of familial love, expressible—like the literal love of 

family members—in myriad ways? What are the strengths and weaknesses of such “love 

of your own,” just because it is yours? Is racial sameness a good reason for loving 

anyone? 

 
Once or twice, when I was in law school, the “black table” (as we called our solidaritied 

corner of the dining hall) was torn by debate, passionate but friendly, over the question of 

how we should think of ourselves: as black people who happened to be Yale students? or 

as Yale students who happened to be black? 

 

Read the essay here: 

http://www.faculty.umb.edu/lawrence_blum/courses/232_12/readings/carter_black.pdf.  

 

 

 

 

http://www.faculty.umb.edu/lawrence_blum/courses/232_12/readings/carter_black.pdf
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Race-Holding 

from The Content on Our Character 
 

SHELBY STEELE 
 

Unlike Stephen Carter, who probed the deep reasons why he chooses to affirm his 

blackness out of love and kinship, Shelby Steele (b. 1946), in this second selection from 

his provocative 1990 book, The Content of Our Character: A New Vision of Race in 

America, explores a different—and, to him, more troubling—psychological aspect of self-

identifying by race, what he calls “Race-Holding.” Steele claims that “race does not 

determine our fates as powerfully as it once did, which means that it is not the vital 

personal concern that it once was.” For this reason, he suspects that the holding up of 

race is a psychological shield against “what we do not want to see in ourselves.” 

 

What does Steele mean by “integration shock”? What does he mean, exactly, by 

“race-holding,” and what, according to Steele, is its psychological basis? Why does he 

find fault with it? At one point, he says that people “choose to believe in their inferiority, 

not to fulfill society’s prophesy about them, but for the comforts and rationalizations their 

racial ‘inferiority’ affords them.” What does he mean? Could he be right? What is the 

point of the story he tells about himself at the end? What, according to Steele, are the 

responsibilities of blacks, if they are to succeed in the “struggle to achieve our full 

humanity”? Do you find his arguments compelling? Why or why not? 

 

I am a fortyish, middle-class, black American male with a teaching position at a large 

state university in California. I have owned my own home for more than ten years, as 

well as the two cars that are the minimal requirement for life in California. And I will 

confess to a moderate strain of yuppie hedonism. Year after year my two children are the 

sole representatives of their race in their classrooms, a fact they sometimes have 

difficulty remembering. We are the only black family in our suburban neighborhood, and 

even this claim to specialness is diminished by the fact that my wife is white. I think we 

are called an “integrated” family, though no one has ever used the term with me. For me 

to be among large numbers of blacks requires conscientiousness and a long car ride, and 

in truth, I have not been very conscientious lately. Though I was raised in an all-black 

community just south of Chicago, I only occasionally feel nostalgia for such places. Trips 

to the barbershop now and then usually satisfy this need, though recently, in the interest 

of convenience, I’ve taken to letting my wife cut my hair.  

 

Read the rest of the essay here: 

http://books.google.com/books?id=rLh4BxZE5JYC&lpg=PP1&pg=PA21#v=onepage&q

&f=false.  

 

http://books.google.com/books?id=rLh4BxZE5JYC&lpg=PP1&pg=PA21#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=rLh4BxZE5JYC&lpg=PP1&pg=PA21#v=onepage&q&f=false
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James Karales was born on July 15, 1930, in Canton, Ohio, to Greek immigrants. In 

1955, after earning his degree in Fine Arts from Ohio University, he came to New York 

and worked as an assistant to the renowned photographer W. Eugene Smith. He became a 

staff photographer at Look magazine in 1960, and for the next 11 years traveled the world 

as a photojournalist.  

 

In March 1965, Karales recorded the Selma-to-Montgomery March, in which scores 

of protesters walked the 54 miles to the Alabama state capitol building to protest against 

racial injustice—and, particularly, the death of Jimmie Lee Jackson, an African American 

protester who was killed by an Alabama state trooper during a protest in February. The 

first attempt at the march, on Sunday, March 7, ended when the protesters crossed the 

Edmund Pettus Bridge outside Selma and were confronted by Alabama state troopers. 

The troopers attempted to disband the protest, and in doing so left many marchers 

bloodied and injured, with 17 protesters requiring hospitalization.  

 

After “Bloody Sunday,” as the incident came to be called, Martin Luther King Jr. and 

other civil rights leaders began to organize another march, to be held two days later, on 

Tuesday, March 9. King led about 2,500 supporters across the Pettus Bridge, where he 

held a short prayer session and turned the marchers around, in compliance with a federal 

restraining order that prohibited the march until hearings could be held. That evening, 

three white ministers who participated in the march were attacked, and one of them—

James Reeb, who had traveled from Boston to participate—died two days later from his 

injuries.  

 

 
 

James Karales 

Selma-to-Montgomery March 

for Voting Rights in 1965 

Estate of James Karales 
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On March 16, the federal judge lifted the restraining order and allowed the march to 

continue under the protection of the First Amendment. The march to Montgomery finally 

commenced on March 21, with about 3,000 protesters joining in for the first day’s 

journey; by the time the protest reached the Alabama capitol four days later, the crowd 

had swelled to roughly 25,000 people. At the capitol, King delivered a speech in which 

he encouraged the protesters that it would not be long before they would see justice: “I 

come to say to you this afternoon, however difficult the moment, however frustrating the 

hour, it will not be long, because ‘truth crushed to earth will rise again.’ . . . How long? 

Not long, because: ‘Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.’”
52

  

 

Karales’s iconic picture captures a dramatic view of the marchers that emphasizes 

their historic undertaking. The four figures in front march in unison, leading a seemingly 

un-ending line of protesters who rally around the American flag to protest in favor of the 

Constitution’s guaranteed freedoms. The dark clouds above remind us of the difficult 

obstacles that stand in the protesters’ way and the courage required to continue. In 

addition, the photograph is framed so that only the essentials—the protesters, the flag, 

and the sky—are present, isolating them from the milieu of national guardsmen, 

reporters, and cameramen also present. As historian Taylor Branch, author of America in 

the King Years, notes, the photograph “may very well be the seminal image to come out 

of the civil rights marches in the South. . . . It is an amazing combination of movement 

and shadow. It looks like they are marching out of the Red Sea.”
53

 

 

After covering the Selma-to-Montgomery March, Karales continued his career in 

photojournalism, alternating between covering the Civil Rights Movement and the war in 

Vietnam for the next several years. He died in 2002 at the age of 71. 

  

Looking carefully at the appearance of the marchers at various parts of the picture, 

describe the overall visual effect of the progression from right to left. What is the mood 

of the marchers? What feelings does the picture arouse in you? Is envy one of them? Can 

you imagine what it must have been like to have been in that march? 

 

                                                           
52

 Martin Luther King Jr., “Our God Is Marching On!,” March 25, 1965, http://mlk-

kpp01.stanford.edu/index.php/kingpapers/article/our_god_is_marching_on/.  
53

 Jon Thurber, Obituary for James Karales, Los Angeles Times, April 8, 2002, 

http://articles.latimes.com/2002/apr/08/local/me-karales8. 

http://mlk-kpp01.stanford.edu/index.php/kingpapers/article/our_god_is_marching_on/
http://mlk-kpp01.stanford.edu/index.php/kingpapers/article/our_god_is_marching_on/
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