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Abraham Lincoln 
Cooper Union Address 

27 February 1860, New York, NY 
 

Mr. President and fellow citizens of New York: 

The facts with which I shall deal this evening are mainly old and familiar; nor is there anything 
new in the general use I shall make of them. If there shall be any novelty, it will be in the mode 
of presenting the facts, and the inferences and observations following that presentation. 

In his speech last autumn, at Columbus, Ohio, as reported in "The New-York Times," Senator 
Douglas said: 

"Our fathers, when they framed the Government under which we live, understood this question 
just as well, and even better, than we do now." 

I fully indorse this, and I adopt it as a text for this discourse. I so adopt it because it furnishes a 
precise and an agreed starting point for a discussion between Republicans and that wing of the 
Democracy headed by Senator Douglas. It simply leaves the inquiry: "What was the 
understanding those fathers had of the question mentioned?" 

What is the frame of government under which we live? 

The answer must be: "The Constitution of the United States." That Constitution consists of the 
original, framed in 1787, (and under which the present government first went into operation,) 
and twelve subsequently framed amendments, the first ten of which were framed in 1789. 

Who were our fathers that framed the Constitution? I suppose the "thirty-nine" who signed the 
original instrument may be fairly called our fathers who framed that part of the present 
Government. It is almost exactly true to say they framed it, and it is altogether true to say they 
fairly represented the opinion and sentiment of the whole nation at that time. Their names, being 
familiar to nearly all, and accessible to quite all, need not now be repeated. 

I take these "thirty-nine," for the present, as being "our fathers who framed the Government 
under which we live." 

What is the question which, according to the text, those fathers understood "just as well, and 
even better than we do now?" 

It is this: Does the proper division of local from federal authority, or anything in the Constitution, 
forbid our Federal Government to control as to slavery in our Federal Territories? 
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Upon this, Senator Douglas holds the affirmative, and Republicans the negative. This affirmation 
and denial form an issue; and this issue - this question - is precisely what the text declares our 
fathers understood "better than we." 

Let us now inquire whether the "thirty-nine," or any of them, ever acted upon this question; and 
if they did, how they acted upon it - how they expressed that better understanding? 

In 1784, three years before the Constitution - the United States then owning the Northwestern 
Territory, and no other, the Congress of the Confederation had before them the question of 
prohibiting slavery in that Territory; and four of the "thirty-nine" who afterward framed the 
Constitution, were in that Congress, and voted on that question. Of these, Roger Sherman, 
Thomas Mifflin, and Hugh Williamson voted for the prohibition, thus showing that, in their 
understanding, no line dividing local from federal authority, nor anything else, properly forbade 
the Federal Government to control as to slavery in federal territory. The other of the four - James 
M'Henry - voted against the prohibition, showing that, for some cause, he thought it improper to 
vote for it. 

In 1787, still before the Constitution, but while the Convention was in session framing it, and 
while the Northwestern Territory still was the only territory owned by the United States, the 
same question of prohibiting slavery in the territory again came before the Congress of the 
Confederation; and two more of the "thirty-nine" who afterward signed the Constitution, were in 
that Congress, and voted on the question. They were William Blount and William Few; and they 
both voted for the prohibition - thus showing that, in their understanding, no line dividing local 
from federal authority, nor anything else, properly forbids the Federal Government to control as 
to slavery in Federal territory. This time the prohibition became a law, being part of what is now 
well known as the Ordinance of '87. 

The question of federal control of slavery in the territories, seems not to have been directly 
before the Convention which framed the original Constitution; and hence it is not recorded that 
the "thirty-nine," or any of them, while engaged on that instrument, expressed any opinion on 
that precise question. 

In 1789, by the first Congress which sat under the Constitution, an act was passed to enforce the 
Ordinance of '87, including the prohibition of slavery in the Northwestern Territory. The bill for 
this act was reported by one of the "thirty-nine," Thomas Fitzsimmons, then a member of the 
House of Representatives from Pennsylvania. It went through all its stages without a word of 
opposition, and finally passed both branches without yeas and nays, which is equivalent to a 
unanimous passage. In this Congress there were sixteen of the thirty-nine fathers who framed the 
original Constitution. They were John Langdon, Nicholas Gilman, Wm. S. Johnson, Roger 
Sherman, Robert Morris, Thos. Fitzsimmons, William Few, Abraham Baldwin, Rufus King, 
William Paterson, George Clymer, Richard Bassett, George Read, Pierce Butler, Daniel Carroll, 
James Madison. 
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This shows that, in their understanding, no line dividing local from federal authority, nor 
anything in the Constitution, properly forbade Congress to prohibit slavery in the federal 
territory; else both their fidelity to correct principle, and their oath to support the Constitution, 
would have constrained them to oppose the prohibition. 

Again, George Washington, another of the "thirty-nine," was then President of the United States, 
and, as such approved and signed the bill; thus completing its validity as a law, and thus showing 
that, in his understanding, no line dividing local from federal authority, nor anything in the 
Constitution, forbade the Federal Government, to control as to slavery in federal territory. 

No great while after the adoption of the original Constitution, North Carolina ceded to the 
Federal Government the country now constituting the State of Tennessee; and a few years later 
Georgia ceded that which now constitutes the States of Mississippi and Alabama. In both deeds 
of cession it was made a condition by the ceding States that the Federal Government should not 
prohibit slavery in the ceded territory. Besides this, slavery was then actually in the ceded 
country. Under these circumstances, Congress, on taking charge of these countries, did not 
absolutely prohibit slavery within them. But they did interfere with it - take control of it - even 
there, to a certain extent. In 1798, Congress organized the Territory of Mississippi. In the act of 
organization, they prohibited the bringing of slaves into the Territory, from any place without the 
United States, by fine, and giving freedom to slaves so bought. This act passed both branches of 
Congress without yeas and nays. In that Congress were three of the "thirty-nine" who framed the 
original Constitution. They were John Langdon, George Read and Abraham Baldwin. They all, 
probably, voted for it. Certainly they would have placed their opposition to it upon record, if, in 
their understanding, any line dividing local from federal authority, or anything in the 
Constitution, properly forbade the Federal Government to control as to slavery in federal 
territory. 

In 1803, the Federal Government purchased the Louisiana country. Our former territorial 
acquisitions came from certain of our own States; but this Louisiana country was acquired from a 
foreign nation. In 1804, Congress gave a territorial organization to that part of it which now 
constitutes the State of Louisiana. New Orleans, lying within that part, was an old and 
comparatively large city. There were other considerable towns and settlements, and slavery was 
extensively and thoroughly intermingled with the people. Congress did not, in the Territorial Act, 
prohibit slavery; but they did interfere with it - take control of it - in a more marked and 
extensive way than they did in the case of Mississippi. The substance of the provision therein 
made, in relation to slaves, was: 

First. That no slave should be imported into the territory from foreign parts. 

Second. That no slave should be carried into it who had been imported into the United States 
since the first day of May, 1798. 

3 of 30



4 
 

Third. That no slave should be carried into it, except by the owner, and for his own use as a 
settler; the penalty in all the cases being a fine upon the violator of the law, and freedom to the 
slave. 

This act also was passed without yeas and nays. In the Congress which passed it, there were two 
of the "thirty-nine." They were Abraham Baldwin and Jonathan Dayton. As stated in the case of 
Mississippi, it is probable they both voted for it. They would not have allowed it to pass without 
recording their opposition to it, if, in their understanding, it violated either the line properly 
dividing local from federal authority, or any provision of the Constitution. 

In 1819-20, came and passed the Missouri question. Many votes were taken, by yeas and nays, in 
both branches of Congress, upon the various phases of the general question. Two of the "thirty-
nine" - Rufus King and Charles Pinckney - were members of that Congress. Mr. King steadily 
voted for slavery prohibition and against all compromises, while Mr. Pinckney as steadily voted 
against slavery prohibition and against all compromises. By this, Mr. King showed that, in his 
understanding, no line dividing local from federal authority, nor anything in the Constitution, 
was violated by Congress prohibiting slavery in federal territory; while Mr. Pinckney, by his 
votes, showed that, in his understanding, there was some sufficient reason for opposing such 
prohibition in that case. 

The cases I have mentioned are the only acts of the "thirty-nine," or of any of them, upon the 
direct issue, which I have been able to discover. 

To enumerate the persons who thus acted, as being four in 1784, two in 1787, seventeen in 1789, 
three in 1798, two in 1804, and two in 1819-20 - there would be thirty of them. But this would be 
counting John Langdon, Roger Sherman, William Few, Rufus King, and George Read each 
twice, and Abraham Baldwin, three times. The true number of those of the "thirty-nine" whom I 
have shown to have acted upon the question, which, by the text, they understood better than we, 
is twenty-three, leaving sixteen not shown to have acted upon it in any way. 

Here, then, we have twenty-three out of our thirty-nine fathers "who framed the government 
under which we live," who have, upon their official responsibility and their corporal oaths, acted 
upon the very question which the text affirms they "understood just as well, and even better than 
we do now;" and twenty-one of them - a clear majority of the whole "thirty-nine" - so acting 
upon it as to make them guilty of gross political impropriety and willful perjury, if, in their 
understanding, any proper division between local and federal authority, or anything in the 
Constitution they had made themselves, and sworn to support, forbade the Federal Government 
to control as to slavery in the federal territories. Thus the twenty-one acted; and, as actions speak 
louder than words, so actions, under such responsibility, speak still louder. 

Two of the twenty-three voted against Congressional prohibition of slavery in the federal 
territories, in the instances in which they acted upon the question. But for what reasons they so 
voted is not known. They may have done so because they thought a proper division of local from 
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federal authority, or some provision or principle of the Constitution, stood in the way; or they 
may, without any such question, have voted against the prohibition, on what appeared to them to 
be sufficient grounds of expediency. No one who has sworn to support the Constitution can 
conscientiously vote for what he understands to be an unconstitutional measure, however 
expedient he may think it; but one may and ought to vote against a measure which he deems 
constitutional, if, at the same time, he deems it inexpedient. It, therefore, would be unsafe to set 
down even the two who voted against the prohibition, as having done so because, in their 
understanding, any proper division of local from federal authority, or anything in the 
Constitution, forbade the Federal Government to control as to slavery in federal territory. 

The remaining sixteen of the "thirty-nine," so far as I have discovered, have left no record of 
their understanding upon the direct question of federal control of slavery in the federal territories. 
But there is much reason to believe that their understanding upon that question would not have 
appeared different from that of their twenty-three compeers, had it been manifested at all. 

For the purpose of adhering rigidly to the text, I have purposely omitted whatever understanding 
may have been manifested by any person, however distinguished, other than the thirty-nine 
fathers who framed the original Constitution; and, for the same reason, I have also omitted 
whatever understanding may have been manifested by any of the "thirty-nine" even, on any other 
phase of the general question of slavery. If we should look into their acts and declarations on 
those other phases, as the foreign slave trade, and the morality and policy of slavery generally, it 
would appear to us that on the direct question of federal control of slavery in federal territories, 
the sixteen, if they had acted at all, would probably have acted just as the twenty-three did. 
Among that sixteen were several of the most noted anti-slavery men of those times - as Dr. 
Franklin, Alexander Hamilton and Gouverneur Morris - while there was not one now known to 
have been otherwise, unless it may be John Rutledge, of South Carolina. 

The sum of the whole is, that of our thirty-nine fathers who framed the original Constitution, 
twenty-one -- a clear majority of the whole -- certainly understood that no proper division of 
local from federal authority, nor any part of the Constitution, forbade the Federal Government to 
control slavery in the federal territories; while all the rest probably had the same understanding. 
Such, unquestionably, was the understanding of our fathers who framed the original 
Constitution; and the text affirms that they understood the question "better than we." 

But, so far, I have been considering the understanding of the question manifested by the framers 
of the original Constitution. In and by the original instrument, a mode was provided for 
amending it; and, as I have already stated, the present frame of "the Government under which we 
live" consists of that original, and twelve amendatory articles framed and adopted since. Those 
who now insist that federal control of slavery in federal territories violates the Constitution, point 
us to the provisions which they suppose it thus violates; and, as I understand, that all fix upon 
provisions in these amendatory articles, and not in the original instrument. The Supreme Court, 
in the Dred Scott case, plant themselves upon the fifth amendment, which provides that no 
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person shall be deprived of "life, liberty or property without due process of law;" while Senator 
Douglas and his peculiar adherents plant themselves upon the tenth amendment, providing that 
"the powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution" "are reserved to the States 
respectively, or to the people." 

Now, it so happens that these amendments were framed by the first Congress which sat under the 
Constitution - the identical Congress which passed the act already mentioned, enforcing the 
prohibition of slavery in the Northwestern Territory. Not only was it the same Congress, but they 
were the identical, same individual men who, at the same session, and at the same time within 
the session, had under consideration, and in progress toward maturity, these Constitutional 
amendments, and this act prohibiting slavery in all the territory the nation then owned. The 
Constitutional amendments were introduced before, and passed after the act enforcing the 
Ordinance of '87; so that, during the whole pendency of the act to enforce the Ordinance, the 
Constitutional amendments were also pending. 

The seventy-six members of that Congress, including sixteen of the framers of the original 
Constitution, as before stated, were pre- eminently our fathers who framed that part of "the 
Government under which we live," which is now claimed as forbidding the Federal Government 
to control slavery in the federal territories. 

Is it not a little presumptuous in any one at this day to affirm that the two things which that 
Congress deliberately framed, and carried to maturity at the same time, are absolutely 
inconsistent with each other? And does not such affirmation become impudently absurd when 
coupled with the other affirmation from the same mouth, that those who did the two things, 
alleged to be inconsistent, understood whether they really were inconsistent better than we - 
better than he who affirms that they are inconsistent? 

It is surely safe to assume that the thirty-nine framers of the original Constitution, and the 
seventy-six members of the Congress which framed the amendments thereto, taken together, do 
certainly include those who may be fairly called "our fathers who framed the Government under 
which we live." And so assuming, I defy any man to show that any one of them ever, in his 
whole life, declared that, in his understanding, any proper division of local from federal 
authority, or any part of the Constitution, forbade the Federal Government to control as to 
slavery in the federal territories. I go a step further. I defy any one to show that any living man in 
the whole world ever did, prior to the beginning of the present century, (and I might almost say 
prior to the beginning of the last half of the present century,) declare that, in his understanding, 
any proper division of local from federal authority, or any part of the Constitution, forbade the 
Federal Government to control as to slavery in the federal territories. To those who now so 
declare, I give, not only "our fathers who framed the Government under which we live," but with 
them all other living men within the century in which it was framed, among whom to search, and 
they shall not be able to find the evidence of a single man agreeing with them. 
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Now, and here, let me guard a little against being misunderstood. I do not mean to say we are 
bound to follow implicitly in whatever our fathers did. To do so, would be to discard all the 
lights of current experience - to reject all progress - all improvement. What I do say is, that if we 
would supplant the opinions and policy of our fathers in any case, we should do so upon 
evidence so conclusive, and argument so clear, that even their great authority, fairly considered 
and weighed, cannot stand; and most surely not in a case whereof we ourselves declare they 
understood the question better than we. 

If any man at this day sincerely believes that a proper division of local from federal authority, or 
any part of the Constitution, forbids the Federal Government to control as to slavery in the 
federal territories, he is right to say so, and to enforce his position by all truthful evidence and 
fair argument which he can. But he has no right to mislead others, who have less access to 
history, and less leisure to study it, into the false belief that "our fathers who framed the 
Government under which we live" were of the same opinion - thus substituting falsehood and 
deception for truthful evidence and fair argument. If any man at this day sincerely believes "our 
fathers who framed the Government under which we live," used and applied principles, in other 
cases, which ought to have led them to understand that a proper division of local from federal 
authority or some part of the Constitution, forbids the Federal Government to control as to 
slavery in the federal territories, he is right to say so. But he should, at the same time, brave the 
responsibility of declaring that, in his opinion, he understands their principles better than they did 
themselves; and especially should he not shirk that responsibility by asserting that they 
"understood the question just as well, and even better, than we do now." 

But enough! Let all who believe that "our fathers, who framed the Government under which we 
live, understood this question just as well, and even better, than we do now," speak as they 
spoke, and act as they acted upon it. This is all Republicans ask - all Republicans desire - in 
relation to slavery. As those fathers marked it, so let it be again marked, as an evil not to be 
extended, but to be tolerated and protected only because of and so far as its actual presence 
among us makes that toleration and protection a necessity. Let all the guarantees those fathers 
gave it, be, not grudgingly, but fully and fairly, maintained. For this Republicans contend, and 
with this, so far as I know or believe, they will be content. 

And now, if they would listen -- as I suppose they will not -- I would address a few words to the 
Southern people. 

I would say to them: You consider yourselves a reasonable and a just people; and I consider that 
in the general qualities of reason and justice you are not inferior to any other people. Still, when 
you speak of us Republicans, you do so only to denounce us a reptiles, or, at the best, as no better 
than outlaws. You will grant a hearing to pirates or murderers, but nothing like it to "Black 
Republicans." In all your contentions with one another, each of you deems an unconditional 
condemnation of "Black Republicanism" as the first thing to be attended to. Indeed, such 
condemnation of us seems to be an indispensable prerequisite -- license, so to speak - among you 
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to be admitted or permitted to speak at all. Now, can you, or not, be prevailed upon to pause and 
to consider whether this is quite just to us, or even to yourselves? Bring forward your charges 
and specifications, and then be patient long enough to hear us deny or justify. 

You say we are sectional. We deny it. That makes an issue; and the burden of proof is upon you. 
You produce your proof; and what is it? Why, that our party has no existence in your section - 
gets no votes in your section. The fact is substantially true; but does it prove the issue? If it does, 
then in case we should, without change of principle, begin to get votes in your section, we should 
thereby cease to be sectional. You cannot escape this conclusion; and yet, are you willing to 
abide by it? If you are, you will probably soon find that we have ceased to be sectional, for we 
shall get votes in your section this very year. You will then begin to discover, as the truth plainly 
is, that your proof does not touch the issue. The fact that we get no votes in your section, is a fact 
of your making, and not of ours. And if there be fault in that fact, that fault is primarily yours, 
and remains until you show that we repel you by some wrong principle or practice. If we do 
repel you by any wrong principle or practice, the fault is ours; but this brings you to where you 
ought to have started - to a discussion of the right or wrong of our principle. If our principle, put 
in practice, would wrong your section for the benefit of ours, or for any other object, then our 
principle, and we with it, are sectional, and are justly opposed and denounced as such. Meet us, 
then, on the question of whether our principle, put in practice, would wrong your section; and so 
meet it as if it were possible that something may be said on our side. Do you accept the 
challenge? No! Then you really believe that the principle which "our fathers who framed the 
Government under which we live" thought so clearly right as to adopt it, and indorse it again and 
again, upon their official oaths, is in fact so clearly wrong as to demand your condemnation 
without a moment's consideration. 

Some of you delight to flaunt in our faces the warning against sectional parties given by 
Washington in his Farewell Address. Less than eight years before Washington gave that 
warning, he had, as President of the United States, approved and signed an act of Congress, 
enforcing the prohibition of slavery in the Northwestern Territory, which act embodied the 
policy of the Government upon that subject up to and at the very moment he penned that 
warning; and about one year after he penned it, he wrote LaFayette that he considered that 
prohibition a wise measure, expressing in the same connection his hope that we should at some 
time have a confederacy of free States. 

Bearing this in mind, and seeing that sectionalism has since arisen upon this same subject, is that 
warning a weapon in your hands against us, or in our hands against you? Could Washington 
himself speak, would he cast the blame of that sectionalism upon us, who sustain his policy, or 
upon you who repudiate it? We respect that warning of Washington, and we commend it to you, 
together with his example pointing to the right application of it. 
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But you say you are conservative - eminently conservative - while we are revolutionary, 
destructive, or something of the sort. What is conservatism? Is it not adherence to the old and 
tried, against the new and untried? We stick to, contend for, the identical old policy on the point 
in controversy which was adopted by "our fathers who framed the Government under which we 
live;" while you with one accord reject, and scout, and spit upon that old policy, and insist upon 
substituting something new. True, you disagree among yourselves as to what that substitute shall 
be. You are divided on new propositions and plans, but you are unanimous in rejecting and 
denouncing the old policy of the fathers. Some of you are for reviving the foreign slave trade; 
some for a Congressional Slave-Code for the Territories; some for Congress forbidding the 
Territories to prohibit Slavery within their limits; some for maintaining Slavery in the Territories 
through the judiciary; some for the "gur-reat pur-rinciple" that "if one man would enslave 
another, no third man should object," fantastically called "Popular Sovereignty;" but never a man 
among you is in favor of federal prohibition of slavery in federal territories, according to the 
practice of "our fathers who framed the Government under which we live." Not one of all your 
various plans can show a precedent or an advocate in the century within which our Government 
originated. Consider, then, whether your claim of conservatism for yourselves, and your charge 
or destructiveness against us, are based on the most clear and stable foundations. 

Again, you say we have made the slavery question more prominent than it formerly was. We 
deny it. We admit that it is more prominent, but we deny that we made it so. It was not we, but 
you, who discarded the old policy of the fathers. We resisted, and still resist, your innovation; 
and thence comes the greater prominence of the question. Would you have that question reduced 
to its former proportions? Go back to that old policy. What has been will be again, under the 
same conditions. If you would have the peace of the old times, readopt the precepts and policy of 
the old times. 

You charge that we stir up insurrections among your slaves. We deny it; and what is your proof? 
Harper's Ferry! John Brown!! John Brown was no Republican; and you have failed to implicate a 
single Republican in his Harper's Ferry enterprise. If any member of our party is guilty in that 
matter, you know it or you do not know it. If you do know it, you are inexcusable for not 
designating the man and proving the fact. If you do not know it, you are inexcusable for asserting 
it, and especially for persisting in the assertion after you have tried and failed to make the proof. 
You need to be told that persisting in a charge which one does not know to be true, is simply 
malicious slander. 

Some of you admit that no Republican designedly aided or encouraged the Harper's Ferry affair, 
but still insist that our doctrines and declarations necessarily lead to such results. We do not 
believe it. We know we hold to no doctrine, and make no declaration, which were not held to and 
made by "our fathers who framed the Government under which we live." You never dealt fairly 
by us in relation to this affair. When it occurred, some important State elections were near at 
hand, and you were in evident glee with the belief that, by charging the blame upon us, you 
could get an advantage of us in those elections. The elections came, and your expectations were 
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not quite fulfilled. Every Republican man knew that, as to himself at least, your charge was a 
slander, and he was not much inclined by it to cast his vote in your favor. Republican doctrines 
and declarations are accompanied with a continual protest against any interference whatever with 
your slaves, or with you about your slaves. Surely, this does not encourage them to revolt. True, 
we do, in common with "our fathers, who framed the Government under which we live," declare 
our belief that slavery is wrong; but the slaves do not hear us declare even this. For anything we 
say or do, the slaves would scarcely know there is a Republican party. I believe they would not, 
in fact, generally know it but for your misrepresentations of us, in their hearing. In your political 
contests among yourselves, each faction charges the other with sympathy with Black 
Republicanism; and then, to give point to the charge, defines Black Republicanism to simply be 
insurrection, blood and thunder among the slaves. 

Slave insurrections are no more common now than they were before the Republican party was 
organized. What induced the Southampton insurrection, twenty-eight years ago, in which, at least 
three times as many lives were lost as at Harper's Ferry? You can scarcely stretch your very 
elastic fancy to the conclusion that Southampton was "got up by Black Republicanism." In the 
present state of things in the United States, I do not think a general, or even a very extensive 
slave insurrection is possible. The indispensable concert of action cannot be attained. The slaves 
have no means of rapid communication; nor can incendiary freemen, black or white, supply it. 
The explosive materials are everywhere in parcels; but there neither are, nor can be supplied, the 
indispensable connecting trains. 

Much is said by Southern people about the affection of slaves for their masters and mistresses; 
and a part of it, at least, is true. A plot for an uprising could scarcely be devised and 
communicated to twenty individuals before some one of them, to save the life of a favorite 
master or mistress, would divulge it. This is the rule; and the slave revolution in Haiti was not an 
exception to it, but a case occurring under peculiar circumstances. The gunpowder plot of British 
history, though not connected with slaves, was more in point. In that case, only about twenty 
were admitted to the secret; and yet one of them, in his anxiety to save a friend, betrayed the plot 
to that friend, and, by consequence, averted the calamity. Occasional poisonings from the 
kitchen, and open or stealthy assassinations in the field, and local revolts extending to a score or 
so, will continue to occur as the natural results of slavery; but no general insurrection of slaves, 
as I think, can happen in this country for a long time. Whoever much fears, or much hopes for 
such an event, will be alike disappointed. 

In the language of Mr. Jefferson, uttered many years ago, "It is still in our power to direct the 
process of emancipation, and deportation, peaceably, and in such slow degrees, as that the evil 
will wear off insensibly; and their places be, pari passu, filled up by free white laborers. If, on the 
contrary, it is left to force itself on, human nature must shudder at the prospect held up." 
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Mr. Jefferson did not mean to say, nor do I, that the power of emancipation is in the Federal 
Government. He spoke of Virginia; and, as to the power of emancipation, I speak of the 
slaveholding States only. The Federal Government, however, as we insist, has the power of 
restraining the extension of the institution -- the power to insure that a slave insurrection shall 
never occur on any American soil which is now free from slavery. 

John Brown's effort was peculiar. It was not a slave insurrection. It was an attempt by white men 
to get up a revolt among slaves, in which the slaves refused to participate. In fact, it was so 
absurd that the slaves, with all their ignorance, saw plainly enough it could not succeed. That 
affair, in its philosophy, corresponds with the many attempts, related in history, at the 
assassination of kings and emperors. An enthusiast broods over the oppression of a people till he 
fancies himself commissioned by Heaven to liberate them. He ventures the attempt, which ends 
in little else than his own execution. Orsini's attempt on Louis Napoleon, and John Brown's 
attempt at Harper's Ferry were, in their philosophy, precisely the same. The eagerness to cast 
blame on old England in the one case, and on New England in the other, does not disprove the 
sameness of the two things. 

And how much would it avail you, if you could, by the use of John Brown, Helper's Book, and 
the like, break up the Republican organization? Human action can be modified to some extent, 
but human nature cannot be changed. There is a judgment and a feeling against slavery in this 
nation, which cast at least a million and a half of votes. You cannot destroy that judgment and 
feeling - that sentiment - by breaking up the political organization which rallies around it. You 
can scarcely scatter and disperse an army which has been formed into order in the face of your 
heaviest fire; but if you could, how much would you gain by forcing the sentiment which created 
it out of the peaceful channel of the ballot-box, into some other channel? What would that other 
channel probably be? Would the number of John Browns be lessened or enlarged by the 
operation? 

But you will break up the Union rather than submit to a denial of your Constitutional rights. 

That has a somewhat reckless sound; but it would be palliated, if not fully justified, were we 
proposing, by the mere force of numbers, to deprive you of some right, plainly written down in 
the Constitution. But we are proposing no such thing. 

When you make these declarations, you have a specific and well-understood allusion to an 
assumed Constitutional right of yours, to take slaves into the federal territories, and to hold them 
there as property. But no such right is specifically written in the Constitution. That instrument is 
literally silent about any such right. We, on the contrary, deny that such a right has any existence 
in the Constitution, even by implication. 

Your purpose, then, plainly stated, is that you will destroy the Government, unless you be 
allowed to construe and enforce the Constitution as you please, on all points in dispute between 
you and us. You will rule or ruin in all events. 
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This, plainly stated, is your language. Perhaps you will say the Supreme Court has decided the 
disputed Constitutional question in your favor. Not quite so. But waiving the lawyer's distinction 
between dictum and decision, the Court have decided the question for you in a sort of way. The 
Court have substantially said, it is your Constitutional right to take slaves into the federal 
territories, and to hold them there as property. When I say the decision was made in a sort of 
way, I mean it was made in a divided Court, by a bare majority of the Judges, and they not quite 
agreeing with one another in the reasons for making it; that it is so made as that its avowed 
supporters disagree with one another about its meaning, and that it was mainly based upon a 
mistaken statement of fact - the statement in the opinion that "the right of property in a slave is 
distinctly and expressly affirmed in the Constitution." 

An inspection of the Constitution will show that the right of property in a slave is not "distinctly 
and expressly affirmed" in it. Bear in mind, the Judges do not pledge their judicial opinion that 
such right is impliedly affirmed in the Constitution; but they pledge their veracity that it is 
"distinctly and expressly" affirmed there -- "distinctly," that is, not mingled with anything else - 
"expressly," that is, in words meaning just that, without the aid of any inference, and susceptible 
of no other meaning. 

If they had only pledged their judicial opinion that such right is affirmed in the instrument by 
implication, it would be open to others to show that neither the word "slave" nor "slavery" is to 
be found in the Constitution, nor the word "property" even, in any connection with language 
alluding to the things slave, or slavery; and that wherever in that instrument the slave is alluded 
to, he is called a "person;" -- and wherever his master's legal right in relation to him is alluded to, 
it is spoken of as "service or labor which may be due," -- as a debt payable in service or labor. 
Also, it would be open to show, by contemporaneous history, that this mode of alluding to slaves 
and slavery, instead of speaking of them, was employed on purpose to exclude from the 
Constitution the idea that there could be property in man. 

To show all this, is easy and certain. 

When this obvious mistake of the Judges shall be brought to their notice, is it not reasonable to 
expect that they will withdraw the mistaken statement, and reconsider the conclusion based upon 
it? 

And then it is to be remembered that "our fathers, who framed the Government under which we 
live" -- the men who made the Constitution -- decided this same Constitutional question in our 
favor, long ago -- decided it without division among themselves, when making the decision; 
without division among themselves about the meaning of it after it was made, and, so far as any 
evidence is left, without basing it upon any mistaken statement of facts. 

Under all these circumstances, do you really feel yourselves justified to break up this 
Government unless such a court decision as yours is, shall be at once submitted to as a 
conclusive and final rule of political action? But you will not abide the election of a Republican 
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president! In that supposed event, you say, you will destroy the Union; and then, you say, the 
great crime of having destroyed it will be upon us! That is cool. A highwayman holds a pistol to 
my ear, and mutters through his teeth, "Stand and deliver, or I shall kill you, and then you will be 
a murderer!" 

To be sure, what the robber demanded of me - my money - was my own; and I had a clear right 
to keep it; but it was no more my own than my vote is my own; and the threat of death to me, to 
extort my money, and the threat of destruction to the Union, to extort my vote, can scarcely be 
distinguished in principle. 

A few words now to Republicans. It is exceedingly desirable that all parts of this great 
Confederacy shall be at peace, and in harmony, one with another. Let us Republicans do our part 
to have it so. Even though much provoked, let us do nothing through passion and ill temper. 
Even though the southern people will not so much as listen to us, let us calmly consider their 
demands, and yield to them if, in our deliberate view of our duty, we possibly can. Judging by all 
they say and do, and by the subject and nature of their controversy with us, let us determine, if 
we can, what will satisfy them. 

Will they be satisfied if the Territories be unconditionally surrendered to them? We know they 
will not. In all their present complaints against us, the Territories are scarcely mentioned. 
Invasions and insurrections are the rage now. Will it satisfy them, if, in the future, we have 
nothing to do with invasions and insurrections? We know it will not. We so know, because we 
know we never had anything to do with invasions and insurrections; and yet this total abstaining 
does not exempt us from the charge and the denunciation. 

The question recurs, what will satisfy them? Simply this: We must not only let them alone, but 
we must somehow, convince them that we do let them alone. This, we know by experience, is no 
easy task. We have been so trying to convince them from the very beginning of our organization, 
but with no success. In all our platforms and speeches we have constantly protested our purpose 
to let them alone; but this has had no tendency to convince them. Alike unavailing to convince 
them, is the fact that they have never detected a man of us in any attempt to disturb them. 

These natural, and apparently adequate means all failing, what will convince them? This, and 
this only: cease to call slavery wrong, and join them in calling it right. And this must be done 
thoroughly - done in acts as well as in words. Silence will not be tolerated - we must place 
ourselves avowedly with them. Senator Douglas' new sedition law must be enacted and enforced, 
suppressing all declarations that slavery is wrong, whether made in politics, in presses, in pulpits, 
or in private. We must arrest and return their fugitive slaves with greedy pleasure. We must pull 
down our Free State constitutions. The whole atmosphere must be disinfected from all taint of 
opposition to slavery, before they will cease to believe that all their troubles proceed from us. 

I am quite aware they do not state their case precisely in this way. Most of them would probably 
say to us, "Let us alone, do nothing to us, and say what you please about slavery." But we do let 
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them alone - have never disturbed them - so that, after all, it is what we say, which dissatisfies 
them. They will continue to accuse us of doing, until we cease saying. 

I am also aware they have not, as yet, in terms, demanded the overthrow of our Free-State 
Constitutions. Yet those Constitutions declare the wrong of slavery, with more solemn emphasis, 
than do all other sayings against it; and when all these other sayings shall have been silenced, the 
overthrow of these Constitutions will be demanded, and nothing be left to resist the demand. It is 
nothing to the contrary, that they do not demand the whole of this just now. Demanding what 
they do, and for the reason they do, they can voluntarily stop nowhere short of this 
consummation. Holding, as they do, that slavery is morally right, and socially elevating, they 
cannot cease to demand a full national recognition of it, as a legal right, and a social blessing. 

Nor can we justifiably withhold this, on any ground save our conviction that slavery is wrong. If 
slavery is right, all words, acts, laws, and constitutions against it, are themselves wrong, and 
should be silenced, and swept away. If it is right, we cannot justly object to its nationality - its 
universality; if it is wrong, they cannot justly insist upon its extension - its enlargement. All they 
ask, we could readily grant, if we thought slavery right; all we ask, they could as readily grant, if 
they thought it wrong. Their thinking it right, and our thinking it wrong, is the precise fact upon 
which depends the whole controversy. Thinking it right, as they do, they are not to blame for 
desiring its full recognition, as being right; but, thinking it wrong, as we do, can we yield to 
them? Can we cast our votes with their view, and against our own? In view of our moral, social, 
and political responsibilities, can we do this? 

Wrong as we think slavery is, we can yet afford to let it alone where it is, because that much is 
due to the necessity arising from its actual presence in the nation; but can we, while our votes 
will prevent it, allow it to spread into the National Territories, and to overrun us here in these 
Free States? If our sense of duty forbids this, then let us stand by our duty, fearlessly and 
effectively. Let us be diverted by none of those sophistical contrivances wherewith we are so 
industriously plied and belabored - contrivances such as groping for some middle ground 
between the right and the wrong, vain as the search for a man who should be neither a living man 
nor a dead man - such as a policy of "don't care" on a question about which all true men do care - 
such as Union appeals beseeching true Union men to yield to Disunionists, reversing the divine 
rule, and calling, not the sinners, but the righteous to repentance - such as invocations to 
Washington, imploring men to unsay what Washington said, and undo what Washington did. 

Neither let us be slandered from our duty by false accusations against us, nor frightened from it 
by menaces of destruction to the Government nor of dungeons to ourselves. Let us have faith that 
right makes might, and in that faith, let us, to the end, dare to do our duty as we understand it. 
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Lyndon B. Johnson 
“We Shall Overcome” 

March 15, 1965 
Washington, DC 

I speak tonight for the dignity of man and the destiny of Democracy. I urge every member of 
both parties, Americans of all religions and of all colors, from every section of this country, to 
join me in that cause.  

At times, history and fate meet at a single time in a single place to shape a turning point in man's 
unending search for freedom. So it was at Lexington and Concord. So it was a century ago at 
Appomattox. So it was last week in Selma, Alabama. There, long suffering men and women 
peacefully protested the denial of their rights as Americans. Many of them were brutally 
assaulted. One good man--a man of God--was killed.  

There is no cause for pride in what has happened in Selma. There is no cause for self-satisfaction 
in the long denial of equal rights of millions of Americans. But there is cause for hope and for 
faith in our Democracy in what is happening here tonight. For the cries of pain and the hymns 
and protests of oppressed people have summoned into convocation all the majesty of this great 
government--the government of the greatest nation on earth. Our mission is at once the oldest 
and the most basic of this country--to right wrong, to do justice, to serve man. In our time we 
have come to live with the moments of great crises. Our lives have been marked with debate 
about great issues, issues of war and peace, issues of prosperity and depression.  

But rarely in any time does an issue lay bare the secret heart of America itself. Rarely are we met 
with a challenge, not to our growth or abundance, or our welfare or our security, but rather to the 
values and the purposes and the meaning of our beloved nation. The issue of equal rights for 
American Negroes is such an issue. And should we defeat every enemy, and should we double 
our wealth and conquer the stars, and still be unequal to this issue, then we will have failed as a 
people and as a nation. For, with a country as with a person, "what is a man profited if he shall 
gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?"  

There is no Negro problem. There is no Southern problem. There is no Northern problem. There 
is only an American problem.  

And we are met here tonight as Americans--not as Democrats or Republicans; we're met here as 
Americans to solve that problem. This was the first nation in the history of the world to be 
founded with a purpose.  

The great phrases of that purpose still sound in every American heart, North and South: "All men 
are created equal." "Government by consent of the governed." "Give me liberty or give me 
death." And those are not just clever words, and those are not just empty theories. In their name 
Americans have fought and died for two centuries and tonight around the world they stand there 
as guardians of our liberty risking their lives. Those words are promised to every citizen that he 
shall share in the dignity of man. This dignity cannot be found in a man's possessions. It cannot 
be found in his power or in his position. It really rests on his right to be treated as a man equal in 
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opportunity to all others. It says that he shall share in freedom. He shall choose his leaders, 
educate his children, provide for his family according to his ability and his merits as a human 
being.  

To apply any other test, to deny a man his hopes because of his color or race or his religion or the 
place of his birth is not only to do injustice, it is to deny Americans and to dishonor the dead who 
gave their lives for American freedom. Our fathers believed that if this noble view of the rights 
of man was to flourish it must be rooted in democracy. This most basic right of all was the right 
to choose your own leaders. The history of this country in large measure is the history of 
expansion of the right to all of our people.  

Many of the issues of civil rights are very complex and most difficult. But about this there can 
and should be no argument: every American citizen must have an equal right to vote. There is no 
reason which can excuse the denial of that right. There is no duty which weighs more heavily on 
us than the duty we have to insure that right. Yet the harsh fact is that in many places in this 
country men and women are kept from voting simply because they are Negroes.  

Every device of which human ingenuity is capable, has been used to deny this right. The Negro 
citizen may go to register only to be told that the day is wrong, or the hour is late, or the official 
in charge is absent. And if he persists and, if he manages to present himself to the registrar, he 
may be disqualified because he did not spell out his middle name, or because he abbreviated a 
word on the application. And if he manages to fill out an application, he is given a test. The 
registrar is the sole judge of whether he passes this test. He may be asked to recite the entire 
Constitution, or explain the most complex provisions of state law.  

And even a college degree cannot be used to prove that he can read and write. For the fact is that 
the only way to pass these barriers is to show a white skin. Experience has clearly shown that the 
existing process of law cannot overcome systematic and ingenious discrimination. No law that 
we now have on the books, and I have helped to put three of them there, can insure the right to 
vote when local officials are determined to deny it. In such a case, our duty must be clear to all of 
us. The Constitution says that no person shall be kept from voting because of his race or his 
color.  

We have all sworn an oath before God to support and to defend that Constitution. We must now 
act in obedience to that oath. Wednesday, I will send to Congress a law designed to eliminate 
illegal barriers to the right to vote. The broad principles of that bill will be in the hands of the 
Democratic and Republican leaders tomorrow. After they have reviewed it, it will come here 
formally as a bill. I am grateful for this opportunity to come here tonight at the invitation of the 
leadership to reason with my friends, to give them my views and to visit with my former 
colleagues.  

I have had prepared a more comprehensive analysis of the legislation which I had intended to 
transmit to the clerk tomorrow, but which I will submit to the clerks tonight. But I want to really 
discuss the main proposals of this legislation. This bill will strike down restrictions to voting in 
all elections, federal, state and local, which have been used to deny Negroes the right to vote.  
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This bill will establish a simple, uniform standard which cannot be used, however ingenious the 
effort, to flout our Constitution. It will provide for citizens to be registered by officials of the 
United States Government, if the state officials refuse to register them. It will eliminate tedious, 
unnecessary lawsuits which delay the right to vote. Finally, this legislation will insure that 
properly registered individuals are not prohibited from voting. I will welcome the suggestions 
from all the members of Congress--I have no doubt that I will get some--on ways and means to 
strengthen this law and to make it effective.  

But experience has plainly shown that this is the only path to carry out the command of the 
Constitution. To those who seek to avoid action by their national government in their home 
communities, who want to and who seek to maintain purely local control over elections, the 
answer is simple: open your polling places to all your people. Allow men and women to register 
and vote whatever the color of their skin. Extend the rights of citizenship to every citizen of this 
land. There is no Constitutional issue here. The command of the Constitution is plain. There is 
no moral issue. It is wrong--deadly wrong--to deny any of your fellow Americans the right to 
vote in this country.  

There is no issue of state's rights or national rights. There is only the struggle for human rights. I 
have not the slightest doubt what will be your answer. But the last time a President sent a civil 
rights bill to the Congress it contained a provision to protect voting rights in Federal elections. 
That civil rights bill was passed after eight long months of debate. And when that bill came to 
my desk from the Congress for signature, the heart of the voting provision had been eliminated.  

This time, on this issue, there must be no delay, or no hesitation, or no compromise with our 
purpose. We cannot, we must not, refuse to protect the right of every American to vote in every 
election that he may desire to participate in.  

And we ought not, and we cannot, and we must not wait another eight months before we get a 
bill. We have already waited 100 years and more and the time for waiting is gone. So I ask you 
to join me in working long hours and nights and weekends, if necessary, to pass this bill. And I 
don't make that request lightly, for, from the window where I sit, with the problems of our 
country, I recognize that from outside this chamber is the outraged conscience of a nation, the 
grave concern of many nations and the harsh judgment of history on our acts.  

But even if we pass this bill the battle will not be over. What happened in Selma is part of a far 
larger movement which reaches into every section and state of America. It is the effort of 
American Negroes to secure for themselves the full blessings of American life. Their cause must 
be our cause too. Because it's not just Negroes, but really it's all of us, who must overcome the 
crippling legacy of bigotry and injustice.  

And we shall overcome.  

As a man whose roots go deeply into Southern soil, I know how agonizing racial feelings are. I 
know how difficult it is to reshape the attitudes and the structure of our society. But a century has 
passed--more than 100 years--since the Negro was freed. And he is not fully free tonight. It was 
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more than 100 years ago that Abraham Lincoln--a great President of another party--signed the 
Emancipation Proclamation. But emancipation is a proclamation and not a fact.  

A century has passed--more than 100 years--since equality was promised, and yet the Negro is 
not equal. A century has passed since the day of promise, and the promise is unkept. The time of 
justice has now come, and I tell you that I believe sincerely that no force can hold it back. It is 
right in the eyes of man and God that it should come, and when it does, I think that day will 
brighten the lives of every American. For Negroes are not the only victims. How many white 
children have gone uneducated? How many white families have lived in stark poverty? How 
many white lives have been scarred by fear, because we wasted energy and our substance to 
maintain the barriers of hatred and terror?  

And so I say to all of you here and to all in the nation tonight that those who appeal to you to 
hold on to the past do so at the cost of denying you your future. This great rich, restless country 
can offer opportunity and education and hope to all--all, black and white, North and South, 
sharecropper and city dweller. These are the enemies: poverty, ignorance, disease. They are our 
enemies, not our fellow man, not our neighbor.  

And these enemies too--poverty, disease and ignorance--we shall overcome.  

Now let none of us in any section look with prideful righteousness on the troubles in another 
section or the problems of our neighbors. There is really no part of America where the promise 
of equality has been fully kept. In Buffalo as well as in Birmingham, in Philadelphia as well as 
Selma, Americans are struggling for the fruits of freedom.  

This is one nation. What happens in Selma and Cincinnati is a matter of legitimate concern to 
every American. But let each of us look within our own hearts and our own communities and let 
each of us put our shoulder to the wheel to root out injustice wherever it exists. As we meet here 
in this peaceful historic chamber tonight, men from the South, some of whom were at Iwo Jima, 
men from the North who have carried Old Glory to the far corners of the world and who brought 
it back without a stain on it, men from the east and from the west are all fighting together without 
regard to religion or color or region in Vietnam.  

Men from every region fought for us across the world 20 years ago. And now in these common 
dangers, in these common sacrifices, the South made its contribution of honor and gallantry no 
less than any other region in the great republic.  

And in some instances, a great many of them, more. And I have not the slightest doubt that good 
men from everywhere in this country, from the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico, from the 
Golden Gate to the harbors along the Atlantic, will rally now together in this cause to vindicate 
the freedom of all Americans. For all of us owe this duty and I believe that all of us will respond 
to it.  

Your president makes that request of every American.  
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The real hero of this struggle is the American Negro. His actions and protests, his courage to risk 
safety, and even to risk his life, have awakened the conscience of this nation. His demonstrations 
have been designed to call attention to injustice, designed to provoke change; designed to stir 
reform. He has been called upon to make good the promise of America.  

And who among us can say that we would have made the same progress were it not for his 
persistent bravery and his faith in American democracy? For at the real heart of the battle for 
equality is a deep-seated belief in the democratic process. Equality depends, not on the force of 
arms or tear gas, but depends upon the force of moral right--not on recourse to violence, but on 
respect for law and order.  

There have been many pressures upon your President and there will be others as the days come 
and go. But I pledge to you tonight that we intend to fight this battle where it should be fought--
in the courts, and in the Congress, and the hearts of men. We must preserve the right of free 
speech and the right of free assembly. But the right of free speech does not carry with it--as has 
been said--the right to holler fire in a crowded theatre.  

We must preserve the right to free assembly. But free assembly does not carry with it the right to 
block public thoroughfares to traffic. We do have a right to protest. And a right to march under 
conditions that do not infringe the Constitutional rights of our neighbors. And I intend to protect 
all those rights as long as I am permitted to serve in this office.  

We will guard against violence, knowing it strikes from our hands the very weapons which we 
seek--progress, obedience to law, and belief in American values. In Selma, as elsewhere, we seek 
and pray for peace. We seek order, we seek unity, but we will not accept the peace of stifled 
rights or the order imposed by fear, or the unity that stifles protest--for peace cannot be 
purchased at the cost of liberty.  

In Selma tonight--and we had a good day there--as in every city we are working for a just and 
peaceful settlement. We must all remember after this speech I'm making tonight, after the police 
and the F.B.I. and the Marshals have all gone, and after you have promptly passed this bill, the 
people of Selma and the other cities of the nation must still live and work together.  

And when the attention of the nation has gone elsewhere they must try to heal the wounds and to 
build a new community. This cannot be easily done on a battleground of violence as the history 
of the South itself shows. It is in recognition of this that men of both races have shown such an 
outstandingly impressive responsibility in recent days--last Tuesday and again today.  

The bill I am presenting to you will be known as a civil rights bill. But in a larger sense, most of 
the program I am recommending is a civil rights program. Its object is to open the city of hope to 
all people of all races, because all Americans just must have the right to vote, and we are going 
to give them that right.  

All Americans must have the privileges of citizenship, regardless of race, and they are going to 
have those privileges of citizenship regardless of race.  

19 of 30



6 
 

But I would like to caution you and remind you that to exercise these privileges takes much more 
than just legal rights. It requires a trained mind and a healthy body. It requires a decent home and 
the chance to find a job and the opportunity to escape from the clutches of poverty.  

Of course people cannot contribute to the nation if they are never taught to read or write; if their 
bodies are stunted from hunger; if their sickness goes untended; if their life is spent in hopeless 
poverty, just drawing a welfare check.  

So we want to open the gates to opportunity. But we're also going to give all our people, black 
and white, the help that they need to walk through those gates. My first job after college was as a 
teacher in Cotulla, Texas, in a small Mexican-American school. Few of them could speak 
English and I couldn't speak much Spanish. My students were poor and they often came to class 
without breakfast and hungry. And they knew even in their youth the pain of prejudice. They 
never seemed to know why people disliked them, but they knew it was so because I saw it in 
their eyes.  

I often walked home late in the afternoon after the classes were finished wishing there was more 
that I could do. But all I knew was to teach them the little that I knew, hoping that I might help 
them against the hardships that lay ahead. And somehow you never forget what poverty and 
hatred can do when you see its scars on the hopeful face of a young child.  

I never thought then, in 1928, that I would be standing here in 1965. It never even occurred to me 
in my fondest dreams that I might have the chance to help the sons and daughters of those 
students, and to help people like them all over this country. But now I do have that chance.  

And I'll let you in on a secret--I mean to use it. And I hope that you will use it with me.  

This is the richest, most powerful country which ever occupied this globe. The might of past 
empires is little compared to ours. But I do not want to be the president who built empires, or 
sought grandeur, or extended dominion.  

I want to be the president who educated young children to the wonders of their world. I want to 
be the President who helped to feed the hungry and to prepare them to be taxpayers instead of tax 
eaters. I want to be the President who helped the poor to find their own way and who protected 
the right of every citizen to vote in every election. I want to be the President who helped to end 
hatred among his fellow men and who promoted love among the people of all races, all regions 
and all parties. I want to be the President who helped to end war among the brothers of this earth.  

And so, at the request of your beloved Speaker and the Senator from Montana, the Majority 
Leader, the Senator from Illinois, the Minority Leader, Mr. McCullock and other members of 
both parties, I came here tonight, not as President Roosevelt came down one time in person to 
veto a bonus bill; not as President Truman came down one time to urge passage of a railroad bill, 
but I came down here to ask you to share this task with me. And to share it with the people that 
we both work for.  
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I want this to be the Congress--Republicans and Democrats alike--which did all these things for 
all these people. Beyond this great chamber--out yonder--in fifty states are the people that we 
serve. Who can tell what deep and unspoken hopes are in their hearts tonight as they sit there and 
listen? We all can guess, from our own lives, how difficult they often find their own pursuit of 
happiness, how many problems each little family has. They look most of all to themselves for 
their future, but I think that they also look to each of us.  

Above the pyramid on the Great Seal of the United States it says in latin, "God has favored our 
undertaking." God will not favor everything that we do. It is rather our duty to divine His will. 
But I cannot help but believe that He truly understands and that He really favors the undertaking 
that we begin here tonight. 
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Remarks of Senator Barack Obama 
"A More Perfect Union" 

Constitution Center 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

"We the people, in order to form a more perfect union."  

Two hundred and twenty one years ago, in a hall that still stands across the street, a group of men 
gathered and, with these simple words, launched America's improbable experiment in 
democracy. Farmers and scholars; statesmen and patriots who had traveled across an ocean to 
escape tyranny and persecution finally made real their declaration of independence at a 
Philadelphia convention that lasted through the spring of 1787.  

The document they produced was eventually signed but ultimately unfinished. It was stained by 
this nation's original sin of slavery, a question that divided the colonies and brought the 
convention to a stalemate until the founders chose to allow the slave trade to continue for at least 
twenty more years, and to leave any final resolution to future generations. 

Of course, the answer to the slavery question was already embedded within our Constitution - a 
Constitution that had at is very core the ideal of equal citizenship under the law; a Constitution 
that promised its people liberty, and justice, and a union that could be and should be perfected 
over time.  

And yet words on a parchment would not be enough to deliver slaves from bondage, or provide 
men and women of every color and creed their full rights and obligations as citizens of the 
United States. What would be needed were Americans in successive generations who were 
willing to do their part - through protests and struggle, on the streets and in the courts, through a 
civil war and civil disobedience and always at great risk - to narrow that gap between the 
promise of our ideals and the reality of their time. 

This was one of the tasks we set forth at the beginning of this campaign - to continue the long 
march of those who came before us, a march for a more just, more equal, more free, more caring 
and more prosperous America. I chose to run for the presidency at this moment in history 
because I believe deeply that we cannot solve the challenges of our time unless we solve them 
together - unless we perfect our union by understanding that we may have different stories, but 
we hold common hopes; that we may not look the same and we may not have come from the 
same place, but we all want to move in the same direction - towards a better future for of 
children and our grandchildren.  

This belief comes from my unyielding faith in the decency and generosity of the American 
people. But it also comes from my own American story.  

I am the son of a black man from Kenya and a white woman from Kansas. I was raised with the 
help of a white grandfather who survived a Depression to serve in Patton's Army during World 
War II and a white grandmother who worked on a bomber assembly line at Fort Leavenworth 
while he was overseas. I've gone to some of the best schools in America and lived in one of the 
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world's poorest nations. I am married to a black American who carries within her the blood of 
slaves and slaveowners - an inheritance we pass on to our two precious daughters. I have 
brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews, uncles and cousins, of every race and every hue, scattered 
across three continents, and for as long as I live, I will never forget that in no other country on 
Earth is my story even possible.  

It's a story that hasn't made me the most conventional candidate. But it is a story that has seared 
into my genetic makeup the idea that this nation is more than the sum of its parts - that out of 
many, we are truly one.  

Throughout the first year of this campaign, against all predictions to the contrary, we saw how 
hungry the American people were for this message of unity. Despite the temptation to view my 
candidacy through a purely racial lens, we won commanding victories in states with some of the 
whitest populations in the country. In South Carolina, where the Confederate Flag still flies, we 
built a powerful coalition of African Americans and white Americans.  

This is not to say that race has not been an issue in the campaign. At various stages in the 
campaign, some commentators have deemed me either "too black" or "not black enough." We 
saw racial tensions bubble to the surface during the week before the South Carolina primary. The 
press has scoured every exit poll for the latest evidence of racial polarization, not just in terms of 
white and black, but black and brown as well. 

And yet, it has only been in the last couple of weeks that the discussion of race in this campaign 
has taken a particularly divisive turn.  

On one end of the spectrum, we've heard the implication that my candidacy is somehow an 
exercise in affirmative action; that it's based solely on the desire of wide-eyed liberals to 
purchase racial reconciliation on the cheap. On the other end, we've heard my former pastor, 
Reverend Jeremiah Wright, use incendiary language to express views that have the potential not 
only to widen the racial divide, but views that denigrate both the greatness and the goodness of 
our nation; that rightly offend white and black alike.  

I have already condemned, in unequivocal terms, the statements of Reverend Wright that have 
caused such controversy. For some, nagging questions remain. Did I know him to be an 
occasionally fierce critic of American domestic and foreign policy? Of course. Did I ever hear 
him make remarks that could be considered controversial while I sat in church? Yes. Did I 
strongly disagree with many of his political views? Absolutely - just as I'm sure many of you 
have heard remarks from your pastors, priests, or rabbis with which you strongly disagreed.  

But the remarks that have caused this recent firestorm weren't simply controversial. They weren't 
simply a religious leader's effort to speak out against perceived injustice. Instead, they expressed 
a profoundly distorted view of this country - a view that sees white racism as endemic, and that 
elevates what is wrong with America above all that we know is right with America; a view that 
sees the conflicts in the Middle East as rooted primarily in the actions of stalwart allies like 
Israel, instead of emanating from the perverse and hateful ideologies of radical Islam.  
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As such, Reverend Wright's comments were not only wrong but divisive, divisive at a time when 
we need unity; racially charged at a time when we need to come together to solve a set of 
monumental problems - two wars, a terrorist threat, a falling economy, a chronic health care 
crisis and potentially devastating climate change; problems that are neither black or white or 
Latino or Asian, but rather problems that confront us all. 

Given my background, my politics, and my professed values and ideals, there will no doubt be 
those for whom my statements of condemnation are not enough. Why associate myself with 
Reverend Wright in the first place, they may ask? Why not join another church? And I confess 
that if all that I knew of Reverend Wright were the snippets of those sermons that have run in an 
endless loop on the television and You Tube, or if Trinity United Church of Christ conformed to 
the caricatures being peddled by some commentators, there is no doubt that I would react in 
much the same way  

But the truth is, that isn't all that I know of the man. The man I met more than twenty years ago 
is a man who helped introduce me to my Christian faith, a man who spoke to me about our 
obligations to love one another; to care for the sick and lift up the poor. He is a man who served 
his country as a U.S. Marine; who has studied and lectured at some of the finest universities and 
seminaries in the country, and who for over thirty years led a church that serves the community 
by doing God's work here on Earth - by housing the homeless, ministering to the needy, 
providing day care services and scholarships and prison ministries, and reaching out to those 
suffering from HIV/AIDS. 

In my first book, Dreams From My Father, I described the experience of my first service at 
Trinity: 

"People began to shout, to rise from their seats and clap and cry out, a forceful wind carrying the 
reverend's voice up into the rafters....And in that single note - hope! - I heard something else; at 
the foot of that cross, inside the thousands of churches across the city, I imagined the stories of 
ordinary black people merging with the stories of David and Goliath, Moses and Pharaoh, the 
Christians in the lion's den, Ezekiel's field of dry bones. Those stories - of survival, and freedom, 
and hope - became our story, my story; the blood that had spilled was our blood, the tears our 
tears; until this black church, on this bright day, seemed once more a vessel carrying the story of 
a people into future generations and into a larger world. Our trials and triumphs became at once 
unique and universal, black and more than black; in chronicling our journey, the stories and 
songs gave us a means to reclaim memories that we didn't need to feel shame about...memories 
that all people might study and cherish - and with which we could start to rebuild." 

That has been my experience at Trinity. Like other predominantly black churches across the 
country, Trinity embodies the black community in its entirety - the doctor and the welfare mom, 
the model student and the former gang-banger. Like other black churches, Trinity's services are 
full of raucous laughter and sometimes bawdy humor. They are full of dancing, clapping, 
screaming and shouting that may seem jarring to the untrained ear. The church contains in full 
the kindness and cruelty, the fierce intelligence and the shocking ignorance, the struggles and 
successes, the love and yes, the bitterness and bias that make up the black experience in 
America. 
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And this helps explain, perhaps, my relationship with Reverend Wright. As imperfect as he may 
be, he has been like family to me. He strengthened my faith, officiated my wedding, and baptized 
my children. Not once in my conversations with him have I heard him talk about any ethnic 
group in derogatory terms, or treat whites with whom he interacted with anything but courtesy 
and respect. He contains within him the contradictions - the good and the bad - of the community 
that he has served diligently for so many years. 

I can no more disown him than I can disown the black community. I can no more disown him 
than I can my white grandmother - a woman who helped raise me, a woman who sacrificed again 
and again for me, a woman who loves me as much as she loves anything in this world, but a 
woman who once confessed her fear of black men who passed by her on the street, and who on 
more than one occasion has uttered racial or ethnic stereotypes that made me cringe. 

These people are a part of me. And they are a part of America, this country that I love. 

Some will see this as an attempt to justify or excuse comments that are simply inexcusable. I can 
assure you it is not. I suppose the politically safe thing would be to move on from this episode 
and just hope that it fades into the woodwork. We can dismiss Reverend Wright as a crank or a 
demagogue, just as some have dismissed Geraldine Ferraro, in the aftermath of her recent 
statements, as harboring some deep-seated racial bias.  

But race is an issue that I believe this nation cannot afford to ignore right now. We would be 
making the same mistake that Reverend Wright made in his offending sermons about America - 
to simplify and stereotype and amplify the negative to the point that it distorts reality.  

The fact is that the comments that have been made and the issues that have surfaced over the last 
few weeks reflect the complexities of race in this country that we've never really worked through 
- a part of our union that we have yet to perfect. And if we walk away now, if we simply retreat 
into our respective corners, we will never be able to come together and solve challenges like 
health care, or education, or the need to find good jobs for every American.  

Understanding this reality requires a reminder of how we arrived at this point. As William 
Faulkner once wrote, "The past isn't dead and buried. In fact, it isn't even past." We do not need 
to recite here the history of racial injustice in this country. But we do need to remind ourselves 
that so many of the disparities that exist in the African-American community today can be 
directly traced to inequalities passed on from an earlier generation that suffered under the brutal 
legacy of slavery and Jim Crow. 

Segregated schools were, and are, inferior schools; we still haven't fixed them, fifty years after 
Brown v. Board of Education, and the inferior education they provided, then and now, helps 
explain the pervasive achievement gap between today's black and white students. 

Legalized discrimination - where blacks were prevented, often through violence, from owning 
property, or loans were not granted to African-American business owners, or black homeowners 
could not access FHA mortgages, or blacks were excluded from unions, or the police force, or 
fire departments - meant that black families could not amass any meaningful wealth to bequeath 

25 of 30



5 
 

to future generations. That history helps explain the wealth and income gap between black and 
white, and the concentrated pockets of poverty that persists in so many of today's urban and rural 
communities. 

A lack of economic opportunity among black men, and the shame and frustration that came from 
not being able to provide for one's family, contributed to the erosion of black families - a 
problem that welfare policies for many years may have worsened. And the lack of basic services 
in so many urban black neighborhoods - parks for kids to play in, police walking the beat, 
regular garbage pick-up and building code enforcement - all helped create a cycle of violence, 
blight and neglect that continue to haunt us.  

This is the reality in which Reverend Wright and other African-Americans of his generation 
grew up. They came of age in the late fifties and early sixties, a time when segregation was still 
the law of the land and opportunity was systematically constricted. What's remarkable is not how 
many failed in the face of discrimination, but rather how many men and women overcame the 
odds; how many were able to make a way out of no way for those like me who would come after 
them. 

But for all those who scratched and clawed their way to get a piece of the American Dream, 
there were many who didn't make it - those who were ultimately defeated, in one way or another, 
by discrimination. That legacy of defeat was passed on to future generations - those young men 
and increasingly young women who we see standing on street corners or languishing in our 
prisons, without hope or prospects for the future. Even for those blacks who did make it, 
questions of race, and racism, continue to define their worldview in fundamental ways. For the 
men and women of Reverend Wright's generation, the memories of humiliation and doubt and 
fear have not gone away; nor has the anger and the bitterness of those years. That anger may not 
get expressed in public, in front of white co-workers or white friends. But it does find voice in 
the barbershop or around the kitchen table. At times, that anger is exploited by politicians, to gin 
up votes along racial lines, or to make up for a politician's own failings. 

And occasionally it finds voice in the church on Sunday morning, in the pulpit and in the pews. 
The fact that so many people are surprised to hear that anger in some of Reverend Wright's 
sermons simply reminds us of the old truism that the most segregated hour in American life 
occurs on Sunday morning. That anger is not always productive; indeed, all too often it distracts 
attention from solving real problems; it keeps us from squarely facing our own complicity in our 
condition, and prevents the African-American community from forging the alliances it needs to 
bring about real change. But the anger is real; it is powerful; and to simply wish it away, to 
condemn it without understanding its roots, only serves to widen the chasm of misunderstanding 
that exists between the races. 

In fact, a similar anger exists within segments of the white community. Most working- and 
middle-class white Americans don't feel that they have been particularly privileged by their race. 
Their experience is the immigrant experience - as far as they're concerned, no one's handed them 
anything, they've built it from scratch. They've worked hard all their lives, many times only to 
see their jobs shipped overseas or their pension dumped after a lifetime of labor. They are 
anxious about their futures, and feel their dreams slipping away; in an era of stagnant wages and 
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global competition, opportunity comes to be seen as a zero sum game, in which your dreams 
come at my expense. So when they are told to bus their children to a school across town; when 
they hear that an African American is getting an advantage in landing a good job or a spot in a 
good college because of an injustice that they themselves never committed; when they're told 
that their fears about crime in urban neighborhoods are somehow prejudiced, resentment builds 
over time.  

Like the anger within the black community, these resentments aren't always expressed in polite 
company. But they have helped shape the political landscape for at least a generation. Anger 
over welfare and affirmative action helped forge the Reagan Coalition. Politicians routinely 
exploited fears of crime for their own electoral ends. Talk show hosts and conservative 
commentators built entire careers unmasking bogus claims of racism while dismissing legitimate 
discussions of racial injustice and inequality as mere political correctness or reverse racism. 

Just as black anger often proved counterproductive, so have these white resentments distracted 
attention from the real culprits of the middle class squeeze - a corporate culture rife with inside 
dealing, questionable accounting practices, and short-term greed; a Washington dominated by 
lobbyists and special interests; economic policies that favor the few over the many. And yet, to 
wish away the resentments of white Americans, to label them as misguided or even racist, 
without recognizing they are grounded in legitimate concerns - this too widens the racial divide, 
and blocks the path to understanding.  

This is where we are right now. It's a racial stalemate we've been stuck in for years. Contrary to 
the claims of some of my critics, black and white, I have never been so naïve as to believe that 
we can get beyond our racial divisions in a single election cycle, or with a single candidacy - 
particularly a candidacy as imperfect as my own. 

But I have asserted a firm conviction - a conviction rooted in my faith in God and my faith in the 
American people - that working together we can move beyond some of our old racial wounds, 
and that in fact we have no choice is we are to continue on the path of a more perfect union.  

For the African-American community, that path means embracing the burdens of our past 
without becoming victims of our past. It means continuing to insist on a full measure of justice in 
every aspect of American life. But it also means binding our particular grievances - for better 
health care, and better schools, and better jobs - to the larger aspirations of all Americans -- the 
white woman struggling to break the glass ceiling, the white man whose been laid off, the 
immigrant trying to feed his family. And it means taking full responsibility for own lives - by 
demanding more from our fathers, and spending more time with our children, and reading to 
them, and teaching them that while they may face challenges and discrimination in their own 
lives, they must never succumb to despair or cynicism; they must always believe that they can 
write their own destiny. 

Ironically, this quintessentially American - and yes, conservative - notion of self-help found 
frequent expression in Reverend Wright's sermons. But what my former pastor too often failed to 
understand is that embarking on a program of self-help also requires a belief that society can 
change.  
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The profound mistake of Reverend Wright's sermons is not that he spoke about racism in our 
society. It's that he spoke as if our society was static; as if no progress has been made; as if this 
country - a country that has made it possible for one of his own members to run for the highest 
office in the land and build a coalition of white and black; Latino and Asian, rich and poor, 
young and old -- is still irrevocably bound to a tragic past. But what we know -- what we have 
seen - is that America can change. That is true genius of this nation. What we have already 
achieved gives us hope - the audacity to hope - for what we can and must achieve tomorrow. 

In the white community, the path to a more perfect union means acknowledging that what ails 
the African-American community does not just exist in the minds of black people; that the 
legacy of discrimination - and current incidents of discrimination, while less overt than in the 
past - are real and must be addressed. Not just with words, but with deeds - by investing in our 
schools and our communities; by enforcing our civil rights laws and ensuring fairness in our 
criminal justice system; by providing this generation with ladders of opportunity that were 
unavailable for previous generations. It requires all Americans to realize that your dreams do not 
have to come at the expense of my dreams; that investing in the health, welfare, and education of 
black and brown and white children will ultimately help all of America prosper.  

In the end, then, what is called for is nothing more, and nothing less, than what all the world's 
great religions demand - that we do unto others as we would have them do unto us. Let us be our 
brother's keeper, Scripture tells us. Let us be our sister's keeper. Let us find that common stake 
we all have in one another, and let our politics reflect that spirit as well.  

For we have a choice in this country. We can accept a politics that breeds division, and conflict, 
and cynicism. We can tackle race only as spectacle - as we did in the OJ trial - or in the wake of 
tragedy, as we did in the aftermath of Katrina - or as fodder for the nightly news. We can play 
Reverend Wright's sermons on every channel, every day and talk about them from now until the 
election, and make the only question in this campaign whether or not the American people think 
that I somehow believe or sympathize with his most offensive words. We can pounce on some 
gaffe by a Hillary supporter as evidence that she's playing the race card, or we can speculate on 
whether white men will all flock to John McCain in the general election regardless of his 
policies. 

We can do that. 

But if we do, I can tell you that in the next election, we'll be talking about some other distraction. 
And then another one. And then another one. And nothing will change.  

That is one option. Or, at this moment, in this election, we can come together and say, "Not this 
time." This time we want to talk about the crumbling schools that are stealing the future of black 
children and white children and Asian children and Hispanic children and Native American 
children. This time we want to reject the cynicism that tells us that these kids can't learn; that 
those kids who don't look like us are somebody else's problem. The children of America are not 
those kids, they are our kids, and we will not let them fall behind in a 21st century economy. Not 
this time.  
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This time we want to talk about how the lines in the Emergency Room are filled with whites and 
blacks and Hispanics who do not have health care; who don't have the power on their own to 
overcome the special interests in Washington, but who can take them on if we do it together.  

This time we want to talk about the shuttered mills that once provided a decent life for men and 
women of every race, and the homes for sale that once belonged to Americans from every 
religion, every region, every walk of life. This time we want to talk about the fact that the real 
problem is not that someone who doesn't look like you might take your job; it's that the 
corporation you work for will ship it overseas for nothing more than a profit.  

This time we want to talk about the men and women of every color and creed who serve 
together, and fight together, and bleed together under the same proud flag. We want to talk about 
how to bring them home from a war that never should've been authorized and never should've 
been waged, and we want to talk about how we'll show our patriotism by caring for them, and 
their families, and giving them the benefits they have earned.  

I would not be running for President if I didn't believe with all my heart that this is what the vast 
majority of Americans want for this country. This union may never be perfect, but generation 
after generation has shown that it can always be perfected. And today, whenever I find myself 
feeling doubtful or cynical about this possibility, what gives me the most hope is the next 
generation - the young people whose attitudes and beliefs and openness to change have already 
made history in this election.  

There is one story in particularly that I'd like to leave you with today - a story I told when I had 
the great honor of speaking on Dr. King's birthday at his home church, Ebenezer Baptist, in 
Atlanta.  

There is a young, twenty-three year old white woman named Ashley Baia who organized for our 
campaign in Florence, South Carolina. She had been working to organize a mostly African-
American community since the beginning of this campaign, and one day she was at a roundtable 
discussion where everyone went around telling their story and why they were there.  

And Ashley said that when she was nine years old, her mother got cancer. And because she had 
to miss days of work, she was let go and lost her health care. They had to file for bankruptcy, and 
that's when Ashley decided that she had to do something to help her mom. 

She knew that food was one of their most expensive costs, and so Ashley convinced her mother 
that what she really liked and really wanted to eat more than anything else was mustard and 
relish sandwiches. Because that was the cheapest way to eat. 

She did this for a year until her mom got better, and she told everyone at the roundtable that the 
reason she joined our campaign was so that she could help the millions of other children in the 
country who want and need to help their parents too. 

Now Ashley might have made a different choice. Perhaps somebody told her along the way that 
the source of her mother's problems were blacks who were on welfare and too lazy to work, or 
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Hispanics who were coming into the country illegally. But she didn't. She sought out allies in her 
fight against injustice. 

Anyway, Ashley finishes her story and then goes around the room and asks everyone else why 
they're supporting the campaign. They all have different stories and reasons. Many bring up a 
specific issue. And finally they come to this elderly black man who's been sitting there quietly 
the entire time. And Ashley asks him why he's there. And he does not bring up a specific issue. 
He does not say health care or the economy. He does not say education or the war. He does not 
say that he was there because of Barack Obama. He simply says to everyone in the room, "I am 
here because of Ashley."  

"I'm here because of Ashley." By itself, that single moment of recognition between that young 
white girl and that old black man is not enough. It is not enough to give health care to the sick, or 
jobs to the jobless, or education to our children. 

But it is where we start. It is where our union grows stronger. And as so many generations have 
come to realize over the course of the two-hundred and twenty one years since a band of patriots 
signed that document in Philadelphia, that is where the perfection begins.  
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