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				Do I contradict myself?

				Very well then I contradict myself,

				(I am large, I contain multitudes.)

				—Walt Whitman
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			On July 5, 2025, Vice President JD Vance arrived in Rancho Santa Fe, an upscale enclave just north of San Diego, to receive the Claremont Institute’s “Statesman of the Year” award.[1] Given the think tank’s role at the vanguard of conservative thinking, the audience was littered with leading lights of the Make America Great Again (MAGA) movement—writers, influencers, and operatives who helped build an intellectual scaffolding to support the second presidency of Donald Trump. In a speech accepting the award, Vance struck a combative, insurgent tone, yet he made an argument about America that has been prevalent since our founding.

			As a politician, Vance has turned himself into a vessel for the grievances of the white working class and the rehabilitation of right-wing nationalism. He began his remarks by warning about the existential danger of MAGA’s political opponents as foreign, Communist, and harmful to the “native-born”—charges that strike deep chords in the American subconscious. They also led him directly into the question of identity. “If you were to ask yourself in 2025 what an American is,” he declared, “very few of our leaders have a good answer.”[2]

			What is an American? With a sense of certainty, Vance laid out his answer. First, he raised the familiar notion that “American” is an identity defined by a creed, a common set of beliefs inherited from our founding. The Declaration of Independence is principally known for a single sentence that served as the beginning of the American story. “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”[3] If there is an American creed—an idea that unites disparate races, ethnicities, and religious groups into a single national unit—it is that.

			Yet Vance rejected that notion of identity. “If you think about it,” he said, “identifying America with just the principles, let’s say, of the Declaration of Independence, that’s a definition that is way over-inclusive and under-inclusive at the same time.” It was, he said, over-inclusive because it might include billions of foreigners who agree with those principles. “Must we admit all of them tomorrow?” Vance asked. It was under-inclusive because it might exclude Americans who don’t agree with those principles but are descended from generations of the native-born. “I think the people whose ancestors fought in the Civil War have a hell of a lot more claim over America than the people who say they don’t belong.”[4]

			In its nod to blood-and-soil nationalism, this was not a new argument. For two hundred and fifty years, the phrase all men are created equal has been an inconvenient contrast to the reality of American life. For indigenous people, abolitionists, suffragettes, immigrants, and activists for myriad other causes, it has been used to hold America accountable to its original promise of equality. For those who see “American” as a more exclusionary identity—white, Christian, native-born, or inheritors of Western civilization—it has been an aspiration that can be selectively ignored; an idealistic bit of rhetoric that served a purpose and evokes admiration in those billions of foreigners.

			So, what is American identity if it is not defined by a creed? In something of a summary of his argument, Vance declared: “America is not just an idea, we’re a particular place with a particular people and a particular set of beliefs and way of life.”[5] This is a seemingly inarguable definition. Except America is not a particular place—it was founded by people settled in thirteen Eastern states that make up a fraction of our current geography. America is not a particular people; even with sealed borders, it is comprised of all kinds of people from every place on Earth. America is not a way of life, however you define that; America is a place where you are free to choose whatever way of life you want.

			Yet Vance rejected that kind of inclusive—even malleable—definition of America. Instead, he defined American as rooted in conservative principles. Sovereignty, so that the United States is a nation that is clearly set apart from the rest of the world through physical borders, trade barriers, and isolationism. Citizenship that embraces a common heritage and that “is not just about rights,” he argued, but “it’s also about obligations.” Among those obligations was gratitude. “We should expect everyone in our country,” Vance said, “whether their ancestors were here before the Revolutionary War, or whether they arrived on our shores just a few months ago, to feel a sense of gratitude.”[6]

			It is worth asking: To what—or to whom—are Americans supposed to feel this gratitude? If I am grateful for an identity that can be called American, it is not gratitude for a particular place or people or way of life: it is, in fact, gratitude for that idea of equality summed up in that single sentence from the Declaration of Independence. That idea does not require granting citizenship to billions of people who agree with it, nor does it require excluding those citizens who disagree with it. But it does require something that Vance seemed intent on avoiding: tolerance, inclusivity, and a willingness to hold ourselves accountable to a creed.

			For two hundred and fifty years, we have been having an argument in this country. It is an argument rooted in the compromises embedded in our Constitution, when a group of men with diverse views agreed to disagree about important things. Because our union deferred decisions on issues as fundamental to democracy as human slavery, it was predestined to have intense debates over the meaning of being American. Yet even as those debates have focused on different issues at different times, there have always been essentially two opposing stories about being American; two different notions of American exceptionalism that have remained in uneasy coexistence and occasional conflict with each other.

			On the one hand, there is a story that views the nation as inherently right from the beginning: a particular promised land claimed by a particular people with a particular way of life. White Christian settlers formed the class of people who controlled the government, land, and capital of what was destined to become the most powerful nation on Earth. Over time, people of different backgrounds were permitted to participate in this project, so long as they accepted their subordination to the nation’s original identity—indeed, showed gratitude for it. As inheritors of a Western civilization and sense of supremacy, this particularized American identity has viewed criticism of America as ungrateful and unpatriotic.

			On the other hand, there is a story that views the nation as engaged in a struggle to live up to that founding promise in the Declaration of Independence: a multiracial democracy founded upon the idea of human equality. It was that idea—and the struggle to live up to it—which allowed the United States to be enriched by people from all over the world; to find strength, not danger, in diversity. Because of the imperfections of human beings, the struggle, and the self-criticism it requires, represents the highest form of patriotism and mirrors the ethos of striving and self-improvement embedded in the idea of an American Dream. “The best friend of a nation is he who most faithfully rebukes her for her sins,” Frederick Douglass once wrote.[7]

			I do not expect JD Vance to accept my definition of what it means to be American, but I do insist that I will never have to accept his. America has not been one story or the other. We have always been both stories: coexisting, competing, and sometimes in conflict with each other about who we are in ways that remade the entire world.

			What does it mean to be American? And who gets to decide?
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			This book tells the story of our argument over American identity through fifteen speeches. In a democracy such as ours, a speech is the purest form of persuasion. You stand in front of a group of people and try to convince them to believe something and do something about it. Indeed, what could be more American than the lone voice in front of a crowd, bending history to its will?

			This is not an effort to identify the fifteen greatest American speeches. Instead, the fifteen speeches here are concerned with the question of American identity and the battle to define it. Some are iconic; others have been lost to time. Some are inspiring; others sobering. They’ve been delivered in war and peace; by elites and outsiders; to persuade and to prophesy. And they have both reflected and shaped our understanding of what it means to be American and who gets to decide.

			I believe that these speeches open a unique window through which we can better see our own history. They allow us to relive the story of America as it has been debated, described, and redirected, in the present tense, since America’s founding. While I am not an historian, I was a speechwriter for eight years in Barack Obama’s White House, and I will offer my perspective on why these speeches succeeded in saying something profound and consequential about American identity. What sets a speech apart from others? What forces must be harnessed for it to embed itself into a collective American subconscious?

			To begin with, a speech must be authentic: The speaker should be the only person who is able to deliver it. Of course, what is said matters, but the most impactful speeches leave people with a sense of why an argument is being made. So, for each speech in this book, we will spend some time with the life story of the speaker—to get a sense of where their voice came from; the experiences that shaped them; the motivation that led them to deliver it; the context that enabled the authenticity of their words.

			The alchemy of democracy is the interplay between movements and power, the activist and the politician. Each speech in this book exists in this space, emerging out of a particular movement—for racial or gender equality; for states’ rights or white supremacy; for populism or top-down government; for immigration or nativism; for a race to the future or a return to the past. And just as these speeches emerged out of movements, they lived on within them. So, for each speech in this book, we will also spend time with the movements that made them possible and follow the threads that ran out of them, weaving together American identity.

			How Americans speak has changed along with the way people consume information. In the early years of our republic, a speaker would only be heard by the audience present, but their words could be disseminated by newspapers, which favored carefully constructed arguments. Later in the nineteenth century, a speaking circuit emerged, performance started to matter, and politics merged with popular culture. As technology changed, so did the way people spoke. Radio made it possible to reach a mass audience, which prized plain-spoken explanation. Television elevated setting, spectacle, and charisma. Then the internet facilitated online community and virality, while creating an infinite competition for an individual’s attention. In place of storytelling, moments started to matter more.

			In recent years, social media has fractured and polarized how people consume information as we have been sorted into algorithmic tribes. Speeches are now consumed in bite-sized pieces designed to motivate or trigger the consumer. This has contributed to the dysfunction and disorientation of our politics. Something has been lost: the capacity to listen to an entire argument. This has simultaneously limited our experience of opposing views while making our own arguments poorer because they are often designed not to persuade, but purely to reinforce pre-existing views.

			This is precisely the time to revisit the speeches that have made us who we are. After all, what could be more audacious, more vulnerable, and more hopeful than a person standing in front of a group of people to tell them something? Unlike other forms of language, speeches resonate most when they capture the individual authenticity of a speaker, the unseen power of a movement, and the distributive media of the times. American history is unthinkable without them.
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			We live in a cynical time. We are surrounded by forces designed to make us feel like we lack control—whether it’s an algorithm that shapes what we see, an oligarchy that controls wealth and power, a world untethered from old notions of order, a climate that is changing, or artificial intelligence, which mimics human functions and thought. Corruption abounds. The existence of truth itself is distorted and contested.

			Yet history shows us that the words we speak can matter. They have started wars and forged peace, sparked movements and elected presidents, changed minds and foretold the future. The greatest speeches are the ones that tell hard truths—that force us to confront the world as it is while demanding that we pursue the world as we want it to be.

			We begin this journey with Benjamin Franklin’s closing argument at the Constitutional Convention in 1787. The Constitution was a profoundly imperfect document—filled with the compromises of a union and a system of government agreed upon by people with different beliefs, backgrounds, and interests. We still do not know the end of the story that Franklin and his cohort began. But this book rejects an effort by one leader, backed by one faction of this country, to take custody of the American story. American identity is about having obligations to a common creed rather than a shared heritage or piece of territory. It is not their story; it is ours. And by learning from these words spoken in the past, we are reminded that history is a living thing and that we have the capacity to change it.
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				American Foundations: Revolution to Civil War
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				Benjamin Franklin: 
Founding Compromise
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				“When you assemble a number of men to have the advantage of their joint wisdom, you inevitably assemble with those men, all their prejudices, their passions, their errors of opinion, their local interests, and their selfish views. From such an assembly can a perfect production be expected?”

			

			1787

			Benjamin Franklin’s closing argument in support of the Constitution was an origin story for our union and the debates we’ve been having ever since. For weeks, he had attended the Constitutional Convention despite bouts of gout and kidney stones, which made it difficult for him to stand. Given his condition, he was carried aloft to the proceedings in a sedan chair. Finally, on the morning of September 17, 1787, he left his house for one final assembly of the delegates, having drafted an extraordinary speech about compromise.[1]

			Franklin was eighty-one years old and the most famous American in the world. He understood the stakes involved in crafting the new Constitution, sharing his concerns in a letter to Thomas Jefferson. “If it does not do good it must do harm,” he wrote of the Convention, “as it will show that we have not wisdom enough to govern ourselves and will strengthen the opinion of some political writers that popular governments cannot long support themselves.”[2]

			The United States was free, but vulnerable. With some forty thousand residents, Philadelphia was the largest American city; by comparison, London was an imperial capital of more than seven hundred thousand. The British had yet to vacate forts in the Northwest. The Spanish were entrenched to the Southwest. Native Americans pursued shifting alliances to preserve their shrinking lands. Meanwhile, under the Articles of Confederation, the states retained most powers. A weak central government was starved of funds, lacked the power to govern, and confronted populist uprisings of Revolutionary War veterans. As the delegates met in Philadelphia, the interests of the states appeared irreconcilable on issues as fundamental as the formula for representation, the nature of a chief executive, and the future of human slavery.[3]

			The Convention took place against this ominous backdrop with Franklin serving as a kind of host in his home city. Abroad, he had secured the French support that allowed the United States to become independent through the Revolution. In Philadelphia, he had left his mark on all public institutions. When George Washington reached the city, he visited Franklin’s house on Market Street. While Franklin could have made a legitimate claim to the presidency of the Convention, he chose to nominate Washington. This set a tone of conciliation, which was very much Franklin’s intention. “The nomination came with particular grace from Pennsylvania,” James Madison wrote, “as Doctor Franklin alone could have been thought of as a competitor.”[4]

			Throughout the Convention, Franklin’s home was an informal place for the delegates to converse about matters large and small—under the shade of the mulberry tree in his yard, at his enormous dinner table, or in the parlor, where he kept artifacts from his life in business, science, and politics. The delegates debated, compromised, and drafted.[5] But as the Convention reached its final days, there were lingering concerns. What if the states couldn’t achieve unanimity? Would the delegates advocate for the Constitution in a spirit of unity, or air their differences publicly? Could ratification be defeated—as Franklin’s own 1754 proposal for a union had died when it was sent to the respective assemblies of the colonies?

			Perhaps some of these questions passed through his aged and nimble mind as he gazed out from his sedan chair on that final morning of the Convention, this man who had met and conversed with the leading kings and philosophers of his age. At stake was nothing less than the fulfillment of what had become his life’s work: the belief that reason, virtue, and hard work could improve human circumstances, and that politics could give expression to that progress.

			The session was held at the Pennsylvania State House, where Franklin had been a party to countless debates. It began with a reading of the final draft of the Constitution, a now-revered document that was then just a first draft of history. Franklin was called upon. Given his difficulty standing, he handed the speech to James Wilson of Pennsylvania, who stood and read it aloud to an assembly of delegates that included Washington, Madison, and Alexander Hamilton.[6] Momentarily, they would be asked for their signatures. The speech that Franklin wrote was intended to supply the delegates with the fortitude to stand behind an imperfect outcome as the best possible outcome, drawing on lessons learned from his own extraordinary life.
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			Benjamin Franklin was a polymath, a principled pragmatist, and a profoundly ambitious man whose personal story is essential to understanding the case he made on behalf of the Constitution.

			He was born in Boston in 1705, closer in time to that city’s founding than to the writing of the Constitution. His father was a candlemaker who emigrated because England was not safe for his Puritan beliefs—a reminder that American settlers were often people seeking both asylum from political persecution and economic opportunity. As the fifteenth child of seventeen, Franklin ended formal schooling at the age of ten, educated himself by reading books, and was apprenticed to his brother James in the printing business.[7] By the age of sixteen, he was surreptitiously writing for his brother’s newspaper under the pseudonym “Silence Dogood,” a fictional widow, thus beginning a lifelong habit of trying out ideas through different personas in print. His early writing satirized life in the colonies and expressed sentiments that would become a source of revolution: “I am…a hearty Lover of the Clergy and all good Men, and a mortal Enemy to arbitrary Government & unlimited Power.”[8]

			Franklin chafed at his brother’s autocratic manner and fled his apprenticeship to Philadelphia at the age of seventeen. Within a matter of months, he had charmed the city’s elite and demonstrated his skill as a printer. By the time he was twenty-four, he was the publisher of the Pennsylvania Gazette and on his way to becoming America’s most successful media mogul. Because of the later success of his autobiography, Franklin’s beginnings would define a mythologized American Dream: the penniless young man making his own way in a new place, building something out of nothing through self-improvement.

			Franklin also found success as a writer through the annual publication of Poor Richard’s Almanac, which blended practical knowledge of weather forecasts and household matters with simple proverbs. The Almanac sold well for decades, the product of a man who knew his audience of colonial Americans. Franklin enlarged his fortune as his printing empire extended to other colonies and “retired” at the age of forty-two. But instead of growing complacent, he forged a new career as a scientist and inventor. As with Franklin’s almanac, his ingenuity had practical uses: The lightning rod protected people and structures from the fire of the heavens, while the Franklin stove warmed the living rooms of the American middle class.[9]

			The second half of his life saw the self-made man focus on building his own nation. Franklin served in the Pennsylvania assembly and became postmaster general of the colonies, expanding home delivery and knitting together disparate cities and towns through the exchange of mail. Uncommonly for those days, he travelled widely through the colonies, becoming familiar with their shared interests and their diversity—from Northern port towns to Southern plantations, with different sects of Christian faith and varying approaches to tribal nations, immigrants, and slavery.[10]

			In 1754, the governor of Pennsylvania sent Franklin to Albany, New York, to join a meeting of delegates from several colonies negotiating an agreement with the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, also known as the Iroquis. Franklin took note of the strength of this union, which fostered consensus and collective action among six tribal nations. “It would be a very strange thing,” he wrote, “if 6 nations of ignorant savages should be capable of forming a scheme for such a union and be able to execute it in such a manner as that it has subsisted for ages and appears indissoluble. And yet that a like union should be impracticable for 10 or a dozen English colonies, to whom it is more necessary and must be more advantageous.”[11]

			His language reflected the dehumanizing attitude of white settlers at the time, but his pragmatism allowed him to see that so-called “ignorant savages” had political ideas worth emulating. Drawing on the Haudenosaunee example, Franklin proposed a union that would give the colonies a single voice to manage relations with the tribal nations. Under a British Governor General and a council comprised of colonial representatives, Franklin’s union would make treaties, regulate trade, oversee land sales on the frontier, provide for the common defense, and collect taxes. The proposal demonstrates the importance of the Haudenosaunee to early American politics: The strength of their confederation both compelled the colonies to cooperate with one another in response and gave Franklin an idea for how they could do so. The colonial assemblies rejected the plan, but Franklin had planted a seed for an American union.[12]

			Franklin’s political focus was still centered on Pennsylvania, and he found himself making enemies with uncompromising opponents. He chafed at the stubborn dominance of the Penn family over the colony’s affairs. He clashed with populists who supported brutal attacks on Native Americans. In a middle-class American way, he was uncomfortable with both the stirred-up masses and the proprietary and hereditary elite.[13] He was more comfortable on the bigger stage of London, where he served as Pennsylvania’s representative following the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War in 1756—a conflict between the British and the French, with Native Americans taking different sides. Franklin had helped raise Pennsylvania’s first militia, seeing the need for colonial self-defense alongside imperial protection, but he was no supporter of American independence. In London, he argued on behalf of a more unified America that could contribute to the success of the British Empire from within it—a vision advanced when the colonists aided Britain’s victory in the war.

			Franklin’s effectiveness as a diplomat led Georgia, New Jersey, and Massachusetts to join Pennsylvania in deferring to him as their agent in London. He became America’s foremost expatriate, yet he struggled to forge compromise between his provincial homeland and its imperial center. When the colonies resisted the imposition of taxes after the British Parliament passed the Stamp Act in 1765, he was slow to recognize that taxation would stir a collective self-interest in the colonists in a way that his Albany plan for union had not. When he explained to British authorities why Americans resented taxes imposed by a parliament in which they weren’t represented, neither his fame nor logic could overcome London’s thirst for revenue. Financial interests on the two sides of the Atlantic were drifting apart, as were perspectives on representation and monarchical rule. Franklin was distrusted by hardliners on both sides. His labors on behalf of compromise had little impact, he wrote, “except of rendering myself suspected by my impartiality.”[14]

			When Franklin was faced with this reality, his views evolved in the direction of the revolutionary colonists, as he chose his American identity over his British one. While he lamented the direct action of the Boston Tea Party, he was a passionate opponent of the heavy-handed British response, which included the closure of Boston’s port and the deployment of troops to Massachusetts. His critiques were grounded in a common sense that the British chose to ignore. “Suppose a military force is sent into America,” he argued. “They will not find a rebellion; they may indeed make one.”[15] In a political life devoted to compromise, Franklin’s defining choice was to become uncompromising in his support for independence. This risked his reputation, severed friendships, and cost him his relationship with his son, who remained a loyalist. But as with America itself, experience had persuaded Franklin that it was time to sever his connection to the Crown.
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			When thirty-three-year-old Thomas Jefferson finished his first draft of the Declaration of Independence, he solicited the opinion of the old newspaper publisher assigned to the drafting committee. Franklin’s edits were spare, but one stands out. Jefferson had written: “We hold these truths to be sacred and undeniable, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” Franklin crossed out “sacred and undeniable” and replaced it with “self-evident,” rendering the phrase: “We hold these truths to be self-evident…”[16] Franklin’s tweak removed the dogma of state religion and infused Jefferson’s words with rationality, the Enlightenment belief that there are proper answers that can be arrived at through reasoning.

			Shortly after independence was declared, Franklin was sent to France with the task of convincing one king to support a revolution against another. Instead of the customary attire of a gentleman, he wore a simple brown suit and the fur hat of a frontiersman, cultivating the image of a new American identity before the curious eyes of continental Europe. He was accomplished enough to form a mutual admiration society with Voltaire, charming enough to win the confidence of the French foreign minister, and clever enough to see the value in differentiating his American celebrity from Europe’s stuffy nobility.[17]

			Franklin secured financial support for Washington’s beleaguered army, closing the deal on a French military alliance after the American victory at Saratoga. Along the way, he flirted with women from Parisian high society and became something of a bon vivant. In this, he pioneered another American archetype: the outsider who crashes high society without becoming coopted by it. But as much as he enjoyed Paris, Franklin saw the connection between corruption and despotism: how an insulated elite could become remote from the wisdom of middle-class strivers like himself. He understood from experience the fragility of the human enterprise of government: The populists and proprietary elite in Pennsylvania had turned against him, a once-beloved British Empire had become oppressive, and the French ruling class was so remote from the people that they were on the precipice of a populist revolution.

			Yet Franklin did not see the American Revolution as upending the entire established order. Instead, he foresaw an independent America pulling the Old World gradually in the direction of the new one. Near the end of his time in France, he wrote of his hope that “arbitrary governments are likely to become more mild and reasonable, and to expire by degrees.”[18] There was a realism to Franklin’s idealism. Revolution was a process that yielded change “by degrees.”

			Back home in Philadelphia, Franklin was an obvious choice as a delegate to the Constitutional Convention in 1787, where many of his positions were more focused on preventing the concentration of arbitrary power than on creating an ideal form of government. He initially opposed the creation of a single executive. He argued (unsuccessfully) for the imposition of term limits. He argued (successfully) for giving Congress the power to impeach a president. He supported a wider extension of the franchise than many of his fellow delegates, believing that all white men should have a vote rather than simply those with a certain amount of property. He also supported greater participation for immigrants, including the eligibility to hold public office. The fact that these issues resonate to this day demonstrates one of Franklin’s core insights: A democracy is always a work in progress reflecting human nature in all its complexity.

			A key dispute in Philadelphia dealt with representation. Franklin and the delegates from the larger states wanted the legislature to be based on population; the smaller ones wanted equal votes apportioned among the thirteen states. To break the impasse, Franklin lent his prestige to an idea developed by others: The House of Representatives would be proportionally elected, while the Senate would be made up of equal representation from each state. Both sides got something they wanted; both sides had to accept something that they didn’t want.[19]

			This compromise saved the Convention, but it papered over profound differences, including about slavery. How should slaves be counted for the purpose of apportioning representation? The Southern states wanted to count them as full human beings to increase their allotment in the House of Representatives (ironic, given that they viewed Black people as property); the Northern states didn’t think slaves should be counted. A compromise determined the mathematical value of an individual slave as three-fifths of a person. Once again, both sides got a portion of what they wanted, but there was no regard for the enslaved people being counted, and the compromise tilted representation in the direction of the South. Meanwhile, fugitive slaves would have to be returned to their masters, a decision that legitimized slavery under federal law. Franklin was an abolitionist, a position that he had recently arrived at after a life of evolving views. But he believed that Southern states would accept nothing less than this de facto recognition of slavery and the white supremacy that undergirded it.

			To Benjamin Franklin, the choice was between a union that could demonstrate the potential of self-government while incrementally addressing its flaws “by degrees,” or a splintering of the states that would discredit their ideals and leave them vulnerable. His life had taught him that you cannot get everything that you want—particularly in politics—and that experimentation gets you farther than dogma; that views can change. This made him the right person to defend a document that he didn’t entirely agree with as the best possible outcome.

			After living through a revolutionary period of passionate rhetoric about liberty and equality, Franklin chose to give a speech defending the value of compromise, the reality of a nation that was not what it said it was in the Declaration of Independence. That compromise, Franklin believed, was essential to both the ratification of the Constitution and the capacity of a nation of diverse interests and peoples to hold together in self-government. To him, compromise wasn’t just a matter of expedience: It was essential to the very survival of the nation, born out of a recognition that certitude can prove dangerous. As if underscoring this humility, he sat in the audience as his words were read aloud.

			Benjamin Franklin 
Speech at the 
Constitutional Convention

			Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

			September 17, 1787

			Mr. President, I confess that there are several parts of this constitution which I do not at present approve, but I am not sure I shall never approve them: For having lived long, I have experienced many instances of being obliged by better information, or fuller consideration, to change opinions even on important subjects, which I once thought right, but found to be otherwise. It is therefore that the older I grow, the more apt I am to doubt my own judgment, and to pay more respect to the judgment of others. Most men indeed as well as most sects in Religion, think themselves in possession of all truth, and that wherever others differ from them it is so far error. Steele a Protestant in a Dedication tells the Pope, that the only difference between our Churches in their opinions of the certainty of their doctrines is: the Church of Rome is infallible and the Church of England is never in the wrong. But though many private persons think almost as highly of their own infallibility as of that of their sect, few express it so naturally as a certain French lady, who in a dispute with her sister, said “I don’t know how it happens, Sister but I meet with no body but myself, that’s always in the right: Il n’y a que moi qui a toujours raison.

			In these sentiments, Sir, I agree to this Constitution with all its faults, if they are such; because I think a general Government necessary for us, and there is no form of Government but what may be a blessing to the people if well administered, and believe farther that this is likely to be well administered for a course of years, and can only end in Despotism, as other forms have done before it, when the people shall become so corrupted as to need despotic Government, being incapable of any other. I doubt too whether any other Convention we can obtain, may be able to make a better Constitution. For when you assemble a number of men to have the advantage of their joint wisdom, you inevitably assemble with those men, all their prejudices, their passions, their errors of opinion, their local interests, and their selfish views. From such an assembly can a perfect production be expected?

			It therefore astonishes me, Sir, to find this system approaching so near to perfection as it does; and I think it will astonish our enemies, who are waiting with confidence to hear that our councils are confounded like those of the Builders of Babel; and that our States are on the point of separation, only to meet hereafter for the purpose of cutting one another’s throats. Thus I consent, Sir, to this Constitution because I expect no better, and because I am not sure that it is not the best. The opinions I have had of its errors, I sacrifice to the public good. I have never whispered a syllable of them abroad. Within these walls they were born, and here they shall die.

			If every one of us in returning to our Constituents were to report the objections he has had to it, and endeavor to gain partisans in support of them, we might prevent its being generally received, and thereby lose all the salutary effects and great advantages resulting naturally in our favor among foreign Nations as well as among ourselves, from our real or apparent unanimity. Much of the strength and efficiency of any Government in procuring and securing happiness to the people, depends, on opinion, on the general opinion of the goodness of the Government, as well as of the wisdom and integrity of its Governors. I hope therefore that for our own sakes as a part of the people, and for the sake of posterity, we shall act heartily and unanimously in recommending this Constitution (if approved by Congress and confirmed by the Conventions) wherever our influence may extend, and turn our future thoughts and endeavors to the means of having it well administered.

			On the whole, Sir, I can not help expressing a wish that every member of the Convention who may still have objections to it, would with me, on this occasion doubt a little of his own infallibility, and to make manifest our unanimity, put his name to this instrument.[20]

			

			—

			After the speech was delivered, representatives from every state signed the Constitution, though more than a dozen delegates withheld their names—several were holding out for a Bill of Rights. Franklin, the old media hand, made sure his speech found its way into newspapers, reaching an audience beyond those in the room to build support for ratification.[21] This brought his message of compromise not just to an assembly of delegates, but to the diverse citizenry they represented.
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			How should we understand Benjamin Franklin’s idealization of compromise as a starting point for American union? When he was still in his twenties, Franklin founded what he called the Junto, a society of men who met on Friday evenings to debate science, politics, and philosophy. New members had to answer a series of questions about whether they harbored disrespect for other members, whether they had a general love for mankind, whether they wished ill on others due to their opinions or beliefs, and whether they loved and pursued truth for its own sake. It was an experiment in fostering freedom of expression and tolerating different beliefs for individual and civic enrichment.[22] Nearly six decades later, Franklin drew on that experience when he told the delegates to the Constitutional Convention that “when you assemble a number of men to have the advantage of their joint wisdom, you inevitably assemble with those men, all their prejudices, their passions, their errors of opinion, their local interests, and their selfish views.”[23]

			It would not have been lost on Franklin’s audience—themselves representatives of “local interests”—that his statement referenced the challenge of managing both a group of people and a group of states. To Franklin, the purpose of such an assembly was not for an individual to win a debate, but rather for the whole to benefit from an exchange of views, and for individuals to remain open to changing their minds. That attitude allowed him to begin a speech intended to build support for the Constitution by declaring that he didn’t agree with parts of it and remained open to changing his mind.

			“Having lived long,” he said, “I have experienced many instances of being obliged by better information, or fuller consideration, to change opinions even on important subjects, which I once thought right, but found to be otherwise.”[24] Franklin was speaking to an audience made up entirely of younger men, and he knew that they knew he had experienced and accomplished more than them. He was the smartest guy in the room, yet he didn’t know anything for sure. The wisdom obtained from that experience was a lack of certainty. Surely, the delegates also knew of Franklin’s genius for experimentation. His discovery of the lightning rod came after a lengthy process of testing different approaches and tinkering with his invention. As with scientific progress, political progress depended upon the ability to test your assumptions and change your politics based on new information and experience.

			Indeed, the antagonist in his speech wasn’t an opposing view; it was dogma itself. Wasn’t it dogma—the idea of one fixed answer—that had compelled the ancestors of so many colonists to seek a new life in America, where they were freer to speak their minds or practice their religion? Dogma, Franklin believed, was incompatible with the complexities inherent in humanity. “The Church of Rome is infallible and the Church of England is never in the wrong,” he recounted, mischievously.[25] The statements are irreconcilable, and the secular nature of America’s founding was intended to avoid the trap of religious war and persecution. Shouldn’t that resistance to dogma apply to political, as well as religious, views?

			It is also worth noting Franklin’s homespun style. Decades later, Abraham Lincoln would tell his law partner a trick to political speech: “If you aim too high, your ideas will go over the heads of the masses, and only hit those who need no hitting.”[26] It’s a lesson that Franklin heeded throughout his life. In Poor Richard’s Almanac, he coined phrases that resonated in American households. Fish and visitors stink in three days. Early to bed and early to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy, and wise. [27] That simple, proverbial style accounted for Franklin’s ability to communicate to a broad audience. It can also be seen in his defense of the Constitution, which was buttressed by proverbial wisdom. The older I grow, the more apt I am to doubt my own judgment.[28]

			Franklin’s ability to communicate with the masses led to his greatest concerns about the new system of government. He had an instinct for public opinion that came from running daily newspapers. He had seen populism run amok when mobs in Pennsylvania murdered Native Americans. If enlightened self-government depended upon resistance to dogma and a facility for reasoned debate, its opposite was despotism; and despotism would come when the people themselves demanded it.

			The new government, Franklin warned, “can only end in Despotism, as other forms have done before it, when the people shall become so corrupted as to need despotic Government, being incapable of any other.”[29] For that reason, Franklin focused much of his effort at the Convention trying to build guardrails against populist despotism, through the power of impeachment, proposals for term limits, and support for a balanced legislature that aimed to keep any one faction from dominating. But there was no guarantee against the corruption of the people. Laws and norms don’t have the power to protect democracy if people aren’t willing to enforce them.
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			Franklin’s life enabled him to give a masterful defense of compromise. Without describing the Constitution, he made opposition to it appear stubborn, elitist, and dogmatic. But was he right?

			As Franklin would urge us, let us consider opposing views. Looked at from a favorable perspective, the Constitution is one of the most successful documents in history. It succeeded in creating a political system for a new nation that would grow into one of the strongest in the history of the world. Given the differences among the men at the Convention—and the states they represented—it is unlikely that this could have been achieved without the compromise that Franklin exalted. Moreover, the document was amendable, so future generations could continue to reform and expand upon the foundation that Franklin and his cohort had built.

			The Constitution’s shortcomings reflected divisions and inequities within American society. Franklin was correct that the men present at the Convention managed to compromise among “all their prejudices, their passions, their errors of opinion, their local interests, and their selfish views.”[30] But these compromises were among propertied white men; the interests of women, the poor, indigenous people, and the enslaved were not represented. How would those populations be protected against the despotism they faced? A relatively conservative revolution, which Franklin favored, was only going to change the nation for certain people, and only by degrees—systems of class, caste, and supremacy would persist.

			Of course, it’s not surprising that the Convention was comprised of white men of means, given the politics of the late eighteenth century. But the conservatism inherent in America’s founding must be recognized if we are to understand everything that has followed, the system that was built. We the people only referred to some of the people. In particular, the sustainment of human slavery was bound to exacerbate political, economic, and moral conflicts within American society—conflicts that led to a Civil War, a century of racial apartheid, and ongoing battles about American identity that persist to this day.

			To be fair to Franklin, nothing about his own life suggests that he would have seen the first draft of the Constitution as the final word. In his private life, he practiced a habit of making a list of virtues that he aspired to and noting how he’d performed on each virtue every day.[31] In his public life, he evolved as circumstances changed. The goal was not perfection but self-improvement—a kind of American religion that he, more than any person, embodied. Any system of self-government, he recognized, reflected both the good and the bad within men: “their joint wisdom,” as he said, and “all their prejudices.” He never claimed to be founding an ideal system; he was founding a system that could survive and be improved upon.

			At the time of Franklin’s speech, nearly seven hundred thousand men, women, and children were enslaved across the United States—almost a fifth of the population. Beyond the way they were counted, not much was going to change for them because of the Constitution. The delegates stipulated that Congress wouldn’t even be able to consider banning the importation of slaves until 1808. Franklin was silent on these issues in his speech. We are left to guess what crossed his mind when he alluded to “several parts of this Constitution which I do not at present approve.”

			Yet Franklin’s history illuminates the ways that eighteenth-century American white men wrestled with the norm of human slavery. In his younger years, Franklin owned household slaves. His newspapers carried advertisements for the slave trade, including the separation of families. But he also published arguments against slavery from within Pennsylvania’s abolitionist Quaker community. This was in keeping with his practice of airing different perspectives within his publications, many written by Franklin himself under pseudonyms.

			In 1751, he mounted an argument against slavery that was grounded more in practical concerns than morality. “The whites who have slaves,” Franklin wrote, “not labouring, are enfeebled, and therefore not so generally prolific.” This utilitarian point was accompanied by a dose of white supremacy. “The number of purely white people in the world is proportionally very small,” Franklin wrote in the same essay. “Why increase the sons of Africa by planting them in America where we have so fair an opportunity, by excluding all Blacks and Tawneys, of increasing the lovely White and Red. But perhaps I am partial to the complexion of my country, for such kind of partiality is natural to mankind.”[32]

			This jarring statement reflected the system within which Franklin was thinking, writing, and speaking. Yet even within that system, he was willing to change his mind. A few years after he wrote those words, his wife Deborah encouraged him to visit a local school for Black children. “I was on the whole much pleased,” he later wrote, “and from what I then saw, have conceived a higher opinion of the natural capacities of the black race than I had ever before entertained. Their apprehension seems as quick, their memory as strong, and their docility in every respect equal to that of white children.” Franklin himself noted the contradiction from his previous views. “You will wonder perhaps that I should ever doubt it, and I will not undertake to justify all my prejudices, nor to account for them.”[33] The truth of equality was self-evident.

			Franklin also corresponded with abolitionists—Quakers from his home state and Brits who sought the end of the international slave trade. Informed by these movements, his views evolved toward abolition, though it did not move to the forefront of his political activity during the revolutionary period. After his return to Philadelphia from France, Franklin took a more active stance. His abolitionist friend Anthony Benezet had founded the Society for the Relief of Free Negroes Unlawfully Held in Bondage. In 1787, Franklin assumed the presidency of the society. In keeping with his utilitarian approach, Franklin’s society prepared free Blacks to be productive citizens—supporting their education, providing vocational training, and finding them employment. Yet Franklin declined entreaties to petition the Constitutional Convention for the abolition of slavery.[34]

			So, despite his shifting personal views, Franklin’s speech reflected the conservatism of an insider rather than the morality of the abolitionist: He was trying to persuade a collection of elites not to upend American society, but rather to embrace a system that offered a check on excessive power and a capacity to evolve. In his advocacy for compromise, he kept at arm’s length more radical advocacy for equality. That perspective, for the time being, would have to be represented by outsiders. Perhaps what reconciled this seeming contradiction within Franklin was his own capacity to change his mind. If his views on slavery could evolve, so, too, could the nation’s.
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			In 1790, Benjamin Franklin petitioned Congress for the abolition of slavery. “Mankind,” he wrote, “are all formed by the same Almighty being, alike objects of his care and equally designed for the enjoyment of happiness.” He noted that Congress had a duty in “promoting the welfare and securing the blessings of liberty to the people of the United States.” Furthermore, he argued that “these blessings ought rightfully to be administered without distinction of color to all descriptions of people.” Following his customary chain of logic, Franklin called for the “restoration of liberty to those unhappy men who alone in this land of freedom are degraded into perpetual bondage.”[35] Shortly after this petition, he died.

			In this final attack on slavery, Franklin drew upon something that would become an essential rhetorical device in movements to remedy the injustices left behind by America’s founders. Just as America’s founding documents embedded white supremacy in our national DNA, they also included the corrective. In 1776, as a founding father, Franklin had co-authored that sentence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” In 1790, as a private citizen, he petitioned Congress, arguing that human beings are “equally designed for the enjoyment of happiness” and therefore deserving of equal rights. Like many after him, Franklin used the words within America’s founding documents to hold America accountable to its promises.

			To Franklin, it was a matter of logic that Americans would correct their founding sins. He could not have foreseen that it would take civil war, social movements, and arguments that continue to this day. But that gap—between the aspirations written into America’s founding and the reality of America—has defined our national story. Compromise made the United States of America possible. It also set in motion all that was to come.

		

	
		
			
				2.

				Red Jacket: 
We Have Always Lived Here
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				“How shall we know when to believe, being so often deceived by white people?”

			

			1805

			In November 1805, the Reverend Jacob Cram travelled to Buffalo Creek to convince the Haudenosaunee—or Iroquois, as they were often called—to open their hearts and minds to the word of God. The land of western New York was bountiful: rolling Allegheny foothills, thick forest, and pristine lakes that reflected the ridgeline into an endless sky. Cram, a missionary from New Hampshire, had visited the Haudenosaunee before and been rebuffed. But like countless white missionaries, land surveyors, traders, diplomats, and military men before him, he was back.[1]

			In the years since Benjamin Franklin’s death, the nation had grown in size and power. The United States had adopted Alexander Hamilton’s plans for a national bank, federal assumption of state debts, and new powers to impose tariffs allowing for greater control over the economy. Battles were fought with the British and their Native American allies in the Northwest Indian War over the land beyond the Ohio River. President George Washington forged a tenuous peace with the British before modelling the voluntary peaceful transfer of power after serving two terms. Five states were added to the original thirteen. By 1805, Thomas Jefferson was president, and America was expanding with unsettled borders and unresolved status for indigenous peoples. Meanwhile, a Protestant revival that would become known as the Second Great Awakening had rekindled a tradition of proselytizing to Native Americans that was as old as European colonial settlement of the so-called New World. This was the backdrop as Cram addressed an assembly of chiefs and warriors from the Six Nations of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy.

			Cram was introduced by a representative of the US government, who urged the audience to “listen with attention to his words”[2]—a message that carried the weight of a threat, given the asymmetry of power between Americans and the Haudenosaunee. Cram spoke in a solicitous manner, his English translated. “I have not come to get your lands or your money,” he said, “but to enlighten your minds, and to instruct you how to worship the Great Spirit agreeably to his mind and will, and to preach to you the gospel of his son Jesus Christ.”[3] Behind this anodyne request there was a more existential agenda. Cram wanted to convert Native Americans to Christianity. He was also part of a system, represented by the federal official, that wanted to replace ancient indigenous practices with Western ideas of private ownership of property and social hierarchy. Cram’s request, therefore, was about far more than the activities of one missionary.

			There was a break so that the Haudenosaunee could consult with one another about how to respond. Democracy was hardly a singular creation of ancient Greeks transmitted through Western lineage to the founding fathers; like many indigenous Americans, the Haudenosaunee had a long-standing tradition of shared decision-making through councils. Within the Haudenosaunee, the Seneca were known as powerful orators, in part because they were well-practiced at speaking within these councils, where issues could be debated for days. Often, before speaking, you had to articulate all that had been said before you. This made the Seneca astute listeners who could see issues from different viewpoints and dissect—and rebut—arguments with skill and simplicity.

			The speaker that day was a Seneca chief known to the white men as Red Jacket. To the Seneca, he was known as Sagoyewatha, which translates to “Keeper Awake” or “He Who Keeps Them Awake.” Notably, his white name spoke to an aspect of his appearance while his Seneca name spoke to an aspect of his character.[4]

			As a council speaker, Red Jacket was supposed to reflect the views of the collective, not simply his own perspective. Try to imagine the various pressures present in that council, and the burden on Red Jacket’s shoulders. After all, Reverend Cram didn’t just represent the Massachusetts Missionary Society. He was a proxy for more than a century of encroachment into Haudenosaunee land, society, and traditions. Red Jacket’s response would address not only Cram, but the totality of that history; he knew that he was up against a ruthless, stronger, and growing United States. His subject was the literal survival of the Seneca people.
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			The Haudenosaunee peoples had lived on lands in what is now part of the northeastern United States and Ontario for millennia. By the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, they were a major power in North American politics through the confederation of the Six Nations: the Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, Seneca, and Tuscarora. Linked by language and traditions, they forged a union to maintain internal harmony and project a diplomatic front against the encroaching British and French. Their collective power made them either a formidable adversary or valuable ally to the Europeans. It was this so-called Iroquois union that drew Benjamin Franklin’s attention in 1754 when he proposed a comparable union of the British colonies.

			Unlike the Europeans, who relied on written laws and bureaucratic administrations, Haudenosaunee society was governed by the Great Law of Peace—an oral constitution upheld by custom and consensus. The Seneca lived in communal dwellings known as longhouses. Crimes like theft were as foreign as the notion of private property. Villages could be comprised of a few dozen longhouses and made their own decisions about how to manage land and resources. Women were the decisionmakers on many matters, including the nomination of men to serve as village chiefs. A Seneca tribal council could include dozens of chiefs representing different villages. This tribal council then selected representatives to sit in the Grand Council of the Six Nations, which in turn made decisions on matters of war and diplomacy.[5]

			Red Jacket was born into this community in the 1750s. Even though the Haudenosaunee ultimately sided with the victorious British in the Seven Years’ War, this was a precarious time. Throughout the 1750s and 1760s, white settlement increased, eroding Haudenosaunee claims to vast swaths of territory. Alcohol and bribes from the whites created fissures in communities that faced existential choices about whether to assimilate into the economy, technology, and society of the surrounding Europeans.

			As Red Jacket came of age, he was chosen to work as a runner, carrying messages across distances to other parts of the Seneca nation and neighboring tribes.[6] This compelled him to memorize—and become comfortable communicating on—important matters. It also introduced him to the diversity of his own people and the challenges they faced in managing relations with the Europeans. The British, impressed by his skills as an orator, gave him one of their red jackets. This became his chosen attire and namesake.

			As the American Revolution approached, the Haudenosaunee maintained their neutrality. “This quarrel does not belong to us,” Red Jacket reportedly argued at one council in 1775. “It is best for us to take no part in it.” But the Mohawk and others argued that this was a cowardly sentiment.[7] They wanted to side with the British, who were the familiar power in the region and pressing the Haudenosaunee to take their side. This view won out, as the majority of tribal nations, including the Seneca, sided with the British. This would not be the last time that Red Jacket was left to navigate the consequences of decisions that may or may not have reflected his own preference.

			In keeping with the scattered nature of the Revolutionary War, the Haudenosaunee settled into a pattern of launching raids into American territories. In response, George Washington ordered Major General John Sullivan to undertake a scorched-earth campaign. Over the course of 1779, Sullivan’s expedition destroyed dozens of villages in New York. Longhouses, crops, and other supplies were burnt. Many of the Haudenosaunee people fled to British forts for protection. Vast swaths of land were ethnically cleansed and opened for American settlement.[8]

			When the British surrendered, the Haudenosaunee did not think of themselves as conquered. They had not surrendered. They were not included in the 1783 Treaty of Paris, which set borders between the United States and Canada, and granted “Indian country” to the Americans. They were still there, on a shrunken portion of land that had been their home for thousands of years. Yet the United States embraced a legal theory that the Native Americans were conquered peoples being given peace by the victorious Americans, who claimed sovereignty over essentially all Native lands south of the Great Lakes and east of the Mississippi River. The US government was in debt after the war. They wanted to use land in place of currency or to compensate veterans who had not been paid, and some of that land could be taken from Native Americans.[9]

			After Washington’s election as president, the United States pursued negotiations. Americans didn’t want more Indian wars. Some saw a more effective strategy in buying up Native lands and assimilating the population. Some were more sympathetic to the Haudenosaunee, recognizing the cruelty and dishonesty of American policies to date. “A man must be destitute of humanity, of honesty, or common sense who should send them away disgusted,” Thomas Pickering, a lead US negotiator, reported back to President Washington after one negotiating session.[10]

			Red Jacket was a speaker in these negotiations. Like Pickering, he knew the score. While the American founding fathers were building a new, ascending nation, Red Jacket—and the other chiefs of his generation—were in the fateful position of managing their own people’s decline. “You white people have increased very fast on this island which was given to us Indians by the Great Spirit,” he pronounced in one council. “We are now a small people, and you are cutting off our lands piece after piece—you are a hard-hearted people, seeking your own advantages.”[11]

			Yet Red Jacket accepted reality and was not immune to flattery or reward. In 1792, he travelled to Philadelphia for meetings with President Washington, who gave him a medal. It became his treasured possession, worn in official portraits for the rest of his life. On the medal, Washington gestures toward an Indian, who is smoking a peace pipe.[12] The focus on peace does not obscure an unsubtle message. Washington carries his sword; the Indian’s tomahawk is laid on the ground. In the background, there are a house and a plow, a preferred Western way of farming.

			One can only wonder at the conflicting impulses that led Red Jacket to wear this medal. Clearly, he was proud of his capacity to secure symbols of respect from the white men—whether it was the British red jacket that he wore or the medal that Washington bestowed upon him. On the other hand, his oratory conveyed his pride and fidelity to his Seneca heritage. In this way, he offered an early example of an individual human being struggling to reconcile his own identity with the power of the white, Christian, American identity that threatened to overwhelm him and his people.

			The negotiations culminated in the Treaty of Canandaigua in 1794. The Six Nations accepted US sovereignty. In return, the United States agreed that they had the right to live on their lands. Washington promised investments in education and technology. It was in some ways an achievement for the Haudenosaunee: It provided a legal basis for them to hold their own territory. On the other hand, it established what would become the reservation system: a marginalized people confined to shrinking patches of land. Meanwhile, white land surveyors continued to plan new towns, establish new farms, and mark out state boundaries, while resorting to a mix of bribery and intimidation to eat away at the Haudenosaunee land.

			This dynamic was on display at the 1797 Treaty of Big Tree, in which the Seneca sold over three million acres of their remaining land. In council, Red Jacket was strident. “We are much disturbed in our dreams,” he told the white land surveyors, “about the great Eater with a big belly endeavoring to devour our lands.”[13] At one point, he tried to declare the negotiations over. But under pressure—and enticed by one-time cash grants and lifelong annuities totaling some one hundred thousand dollars—the Seneca accepted the deal.[14]

			Did Red Jacket try to stop the sale, only to be outvoted by others? Or was he duplicitous, performing in public and making deals in private? The histories suggest it was a bit of both. In any case, the Seneca were left in an acutely vulnerable position at the turn of the century. They were on shrunken lands and beset by encroaching whites. In place of communal living, Americans favored private ownership of property. In place of a matriarchal society, Americans wanted to impose their own gender roles in which men worked the land and women served in the household. In place of what had been a nomadic and subsistence lifestyle that included seasonal hunting and fishing, Americans wanted the Seneca to stay put and grow cash crops that could be sold in their markets. In short, they wanted the Seneca to live like white American Christians.

			The Seneca were embracing some of these Western customs, but they were losing their identity in the process. Missionaries from the time reported a prevalence of drunkenness, depression, and even suicide. Having lost so much of a way of life that was tied to land that allowed them to hunt, fish, and trade, there remained the question of spiritual matters. The Quakers, tolerant of other religions, had been welcomed to share education and technology. But other missionaries were circling as well.[15]
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			The Seneca had a strong religious tradition rooted in a creation story. In the beginning, the world was in the sky. Human-like beings lived in the heavens, nourished by a giant Tree of Life. One woman dreamed of earthly waters below; when the tree was uprooted, she fell through the opening until she rested on the back of a turtle, which grew until the Earth itself was the turtle’s back: Turtle Island. The woman gave birth to twins. A good twin, the Great Spirit, made creation, formed humans, and nourished them. An evil twin tried to undo his brother’s work, creating difficulty, illness, and death. This duality—of action and reaction—was part of life’s tension between growth and decay, generosity and greed, harmony and conflict. Worship could take the form of rituals of thanksgiving, in which the community offered thanks for the gifts of the past while hoping that the Great Spirit would show favor in the future. Dreams were an essential guide to understanding the will of the Great Spirit. The supernatural was all around in every river, forest, and rock. People sought balance between the halves of the duality around them, with respect for all things, including the natural world, which represented the gifts of the heavens on Earth.[16]

			By 1805, that religious tradition was fraying. Splits were deepening within the Seneca: between those who advocated assimilation into Christianity and white culture, and those who wanted to maintain tradition. As with other periods of upheaval, this churn included religious revival through new prophets, including a chief named Handsome Lake, who decried witchcraft and alcohol but was attacked by Red Jacket as deviating from tradition.[17] There was also momentum in the direction of the Christian Seneca, who could find easy allies among the white people.

			This tension—between their own religion and Christianity, tradition and change, the past and the future—was the context for Red Jacket’s reply to Reverend Cram. The Seneca had lost nearly all their land. Their reduced circumstance compelled them to embrace new forms of education and of economic and social organization. But how could they do that while maintaining their identity, which included the very beliefs that the missionaries wanted to erase? How could a proud people exist surrounded by the new American government, which had been forged out of compromises among white men at a Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia?

			Red Jacket’s personal circumstance mirrored that of his people: He had succumbed at times to the bottle and to the bribes of the white men, even as he could be a powerful defender of Seneca interests and traditions. This lends even more power to his response to Reverend Cram, which addressed all that had befallen the indigenous peoples of the Americas up until that point.

			Red Jacket 
Response to 
Reverend Cram

			Buffalo Creek, New York

			Summer 1805

			Friend and brother; it was the will of the Great Spirit that we should meet together this day. He orders all things, and he has given us a fine day for our council. He has taken his garment from before the sun, and caused it to shine with brightness upon us; our eyes are opened, that we see clearly; our ears are unstopped, that we have been able to hear distinctly the words that you have spoken; for all these favors we thank the Great Spirit and him only.

			Brother, this council fire was kindled by you; it was at your request that we came together at this time; we have listened with attention to what you have said. You requested us to speak our minds freely; this gives us great joy, for we now consider that we stand upright before you, and can speak what we think; all have heard your voice, and all speak to you as one man; our minds are agreed.

			Brother, you say you want an answer to your talk before you leave this place. It is right you should have one, as you are a great distance from home, and we do not wish to detain you; but we will first look back a little, and tell you what our fathers have told us, and what we have heard from the white people.

			Brother, listen to what we say. There was a time when our forefathers owned this great island. Their seats extended from the rising to the setting sun. The Great Spirit had made it for the use of Indians. He had created the buffalo, the deer, and other animals for food. He made the bear and the beaver, and their skins served us for clothing. He had scattered them over the country, and taught us how to take them. He had caused the earth to produce corn for bread. All this he had done for his red children because he loved them. If we had any disputes about hunting grounds, they were generally settled without the shedding of much blood. But an evil day came upon us; your forefathers crossed the great waters, and landed on this island. Their numbers were small; they found friends, and not enemies; they told us they had fled from their own country for fear of wicked men, and come here to enjoy their religion. They asked for a small seat; we took pity on them, granted their request, and they sat down amongst us; we gave them corn and meat; they gave us poison in return. The white people had now found our country; tidings were carried back, and more came amongst us; yet we did not fear them, we took them to be friends; they called us brothers; we believed them, and gave them a larger seat. At length, their numbers had greatly increased; they wanted more land; they wanted our country. Our eyes were opened, and our minds became uneasy. Wars took place; Indians were hired to fight against Indians, and many of our people were destroyed. They also brought strong liquor among us; it was strong and powerful, and has slain thousands.

			Brother, our seats were once large, and yours were very small; you have now become a great people, and we have scarcely a place left to spread our blankets; you have got our country, but are not satisfied; you want to force your religion upon us.

			Brother, continue to listen. You say you are sent to instruct us how to worship the Great Spirit agreeably to his mind, and if we do not take hold of the religion which you white people teach, we shall be unhappy hereafter. You say that you are right, and we are lost; how do we know this to be true? We understand that your religion is written in a book; if it was intended for us as well as you, why has not the Great Spirit given it to us, and not only to us, but why did he not give to our forefathers the knowledge of that book, with the means of understanding it rightly? We only know what you tell us about it. How shall we know when to believe, being so often deceived by the white people?

			Brother, you say there is but one way to worship and serve the Great Spirit; if there is but one religion, why do you white people differ so much about it? Why not all agree, as you can all read the book?

			Brother, we do not understand these things. We are told that your religion was given to your forefathers, and has been handed down from father to son. We also have a religion which was given to our forefathers, and has been handed down to us their children. We worship that way. It teacheth us to be thankful for all the favors we receive; to love each other, and to be united. We never quarrel about religion.

			Brother, the Great Spirit has made us all; but he has made a great difference between his white and red children; he has given us a different complexion, and different customs; to you he has given the arts; to these he has not opened our eyes; we know these things to be true. Since he has made so great a difference between us in other things, why may we not conclude that he has given us a different religion according to our understanding. The Great Spirit does right; he knows what is best for his children; we are satisfied.

			Brother, we do not wish to destroy your religion, or take it from you; we only want to enjoy our own.

			Brother, you say you have not come to get our land or our money, but to enlighten our minds. I will now tell you that I have been at your meetings, and saw you collecting money from the meeting. I cannot tell what this money was intended for, but suppose it was for your minister; and if we should conform to your way of thinking, perhaps you may want some from us.

			Brother, we are told that you have been preaching to the white people in this place. These people are our neighbors; we are acquainted with them; we will wait, a little while and see what effect your preaching has upon them. If we find it does them good, makes them honest and less disposed to cheat Indians, we will then consider again what you have said.

			Brother, you have now heard our answer to your talk, and this is all we have to say at present. As we are going to part, we will come and take you by the hand, and hope the Great Spirit will protect you on your journey, and return you safe to your friends.[18]

			

			—

			Cram was not persuaded. “Instead of complying with my request,” he reported, “they embraced the opportunity of stating their usual objections.”[19] The council was over. Cram returned home.
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			The greatest speeches tell hard truths. In simple, direct language, Red Jacket recounted history as experienced from the perspective of his people. There was an irrefutable logic to his words even as he must have known they were unlikely to alter the momentum of events. Measured against the impact of speeches like Franklin’s, which helped set American history in motion, it is easy to dismiss the relevance of Red Jacket’s rhetoric. But in the broader context of the interaction between white and indigenous people in the Americas and around the globe, Red Jacket’s response to Reverend Cram resonates across generations with the force of conscience.

			Consider the history behind Red Jacket’s words. From the onset of white settlement of the Western Hemisphere, Christianity was connected to empire. There were different versions of this story across the Americas. In South America, the Spanish conquistadors read proclamations demanding that natives surrender to Christianity, or “we shall take you and your wives and your children, and shall make slaves of them.”[20] In North America, there were periods of negotiation and coexistence between indigenous people and Europeans until, as Red Jacket said, “their numbers had greatly increased; they wanted more land; they wanted our country.”[21] The common thread was territorial expansion, with the ruling class exalted by the justification of evangelizing Christianity, and the indigenous people described with sub-human labels like “savages.”

			In the region of New York, Pennsylvania, and Ontario, the original missionaries were French Jesuits and the Native Americans were called Hurons. Red Jacket’s response to Reverend Cram was an extension of the same dialogue that the Jesuits had had with the Hurons, a dialogue that was not obscure in its time. Indeed, it reached a learned audience among Europeans developing new ideas about politics to justify the rapid imperial expansion, which was making possible the rise of capitalism: new forms of trade, investment, and profit, which could in turn finance new forms of education and of scientific and philosophical inquiry. It was a heady time. After centuries of relative isolation, Europeans were interacting with the empires of Asia, Africa, and the Americas, and they were captivated by accounts of distant peoples.

			In that context, the published dialogues between a Huron statesman named Kandiaronk and a Frenchman known as Lahontan were widely read at the beginning of the seventeenth century. The book became a bestseller, fascinating some of the thinkers who gave rise to the Enlightenment, the intellectual awakening that did much to shape the minds of the men who founded the American Republic. Kandiaronk was trying to preserve a way of life, in part by playing the French and British off against each other. Yet he and Lahontan also engaged in debates about their respective models of society.[22]

			Like Red Jacket, Kandiaronk was a skilled council speaker, and he did not see European civilization as an improvement upon the traditions of the Huron. Instead, he saw the hierarchical, legal, administrative, and property-based systems of the colonizers as a step backward. “I find it hard to see how you could be much more miserable than you already are,” he told Lahontan. “What kind of human, what kind of species of creature, must Europeans be, that they have to be forced to do good and only refrain from evil because of fear and punishment?”[23]

			To the Huron, there was no need for written laws because there was no need for property. Goods were communal. Behavior was regulated by tradition. As Kandiaronk put it, “Why do we refuse to allow money into our communities? The reason is this: we are determined not to have laws—because since the world was a world, our ancestors have been able to live contentedly without them.”[24] These were revolutionary ideas to a European at the beginning of the eighteenth century. They also challenged the entire basis of the empires that sent Europeans to the Americas.

			Kandiaronk was similarly challenging on the issue of religion. More than a century later, Red Jacket would tell Jacob Cram: “We understand that your religion is written in a book; if it was intended for us as well as you, why has not the Great Spirit given it to us?”[25] Kandiaronk had similarly pointed out that the missionary insistence on everyone embracing the same religion ran counter to human experience. If the son of God intended everyone to worship in the same way, Kandiaronk argued, “he would have gone from nation to nation performing mighty miracles, thus giving everyone the same laws. Then we would all have had exactly the same religion.”[26] In defending native traditions, this was an argument for religious freedom, for pluralism.

			There is a powerful logic and consistency to what Kandiaronk and Red Jacket said over a century apart: Whatever God or Great Spirit exists clearly intended for people to worship in different ways. As Red Jacket said: “the Great Spirit has made us all; but he has made a great difference between his white and red children…. Since he has made so great a difference between us in other things, why may we not conclude that he has given us a different religion according to our understanding?”[27] The problem was not what white men believed, but rather their insistence that others believe as they did. This dynamic can also be applied to the United States itself: Is it a nation defined by the acceptance of diversity, or is it a place where non-white, non-Christian people must submit to a predominant identity?

			At the time of Kandiaronk’s dialogue, Europeans responded by constructing the idea of Indians as representatives of a primitive state of nature rather than representatives of an alternative model of civilization.[28] Human history became a story of scientific, technological, economic, political, and even spiritual progress; of enlightenment. Among other purposes, the ideas that Europeans developed allowed them to feel elevated in comparison to the non-white people they encountered while establishing empires. As Europeans drew on land, resources, and ideas that came with their discovery of far-off places, their way of thinking limited progress—enlightenment—to the story of what white people were building.

			Americans emerged from that story, even as they saw themselves as a people escaping subjugation and the rule of kings. As Red Jacket said to Reverend Cram in recounting his people’s first encounters with Europeans: “They told us they had fled from their own country for fear of wicked men, and come here to enjoy their religion.”[29] Those same colonial settlers couldn’t see why they should allow the native peoples to enjoy the very freedoms that they had fled Europe to seek. In throwing off the governance of empire in favor of a republic, Americans perpetuated the habits of empire in their own land.

			The irony of all this is that the Haudenosaunee were engaged in democratic and egalitarian forms of social organization long before Thomas Jefferson declared that “all men are created equal.” Collective decision-making through councils made an impression upon the pre-revolutionary generation of Americans. In a 1744 meeting with the Haudenosaunee in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, Benjamin Franklin was advised by one of the chiefs: “By your observing the same methods our wise forefathers have taken, you will acquire much strength and power; therefore, whatever befalls you, do not fall out with one another.”[30] A decade later, in Albany, Franklin proposed his plan for a union of American colonies, expressly citing the Haudenosaunee example. Decades later, Franklin’s closing argument at the Constitutional Convention could be summarized: “Do not fall out with one another.”

			In 1783, Franklin wrote a pamphlet, Remarks concerning the Savages of North America. He began with a sentiment notable in its self-awareness: “SAVAGES we call them, because their manners differ from ours, which we think the Perfection of Civility; they think the same of theirs.” Describing the Haudenosaunee, he wrote, “there is no Force, there are no Prisons, no Officers to compel Obedience, or inflict Punishment. Hence they generally study Oratory; the best Speaker having the most Influence.”[31] He expressed admiration for a society in which the men are honorable, the women empowered, and all are lacking in material wants—free to pursue leisure and conversation.

			Then Franklin recalled the 1744 meeting in Lancaster where he was advised on the benefits of union. In Franklin’s telling, the Haudenosaunee resisted Christian missionaries in much the same way that Red Jacket does. In response to the Christian creation story, the Haudenosaunee shared their own. In rejecting an invitation to attend Sunday services (referred to as “meetings”), the Haudenosaunee noted the differences between white and Indian society. In Franklin’s recounting, a Haudenosaunee reminded his white interlocutor that if a white man travels through Indian country, he is welcomed:

			
				We dry him if he is wet, we warm him if he is cold, and give him Meat & Drink that he may allay his Thirst and Hunger, & we spread soft Furs for him to rest & sleep on: We demand nothing in return. But if I go into a white Man’s House at Albany, and ask for Victuals & Drink, they say, where is your Money? and if I have none, they say, Get out, you Indian Dog. You see they have not yet learnt those little good things, that we need no Meetings to be instructed in, because our Mothers taught them to us when we were Children.[32]

			

			Franklin offers little comment. Instead, he challenged—or, perhaps, satirized—his own civilization by offering an unfiltered version of this more egalitarian “savage” perspective. In his enigmatic way, Franklin offered the voice of the Haudenosaunee orator as a conscience for American hypocrisy.

			Here we see the complicated interaction between indigenous and American life. Ideas of social and political organization made their way from the Haudenosaunee into the minds of America’s founding and revolutionary generation. The impulse to form a union, and then a federal government, was also driven in part by a desire to manage relations with Native Americans. That, in turn, strengthened a United States that steadily encroached on native lands and customs. The very success of that effort stirred the conscience of Americans like Franklin, even as they built a new republic at the expense of the people who had always lived in North America.
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			Red Jacket turned away Reverend Cram, but his words were not enough to arrest the rising tide of the United States in North America. Haudenosaunee land was still approached as property to be acquired, their people viewed as souls to be converted. The Six Nation union that Franklin had described as “indissoluble” fractured as the Haudenosaunee were more easily divided by a sovereign Republic than they had been by the empires of old. Having scorned property, they were unsurprisingly poor negotiators.

			Yet Red Jacket’s words did contribute to the expansion of American conscience. We can read Haudenosaunee speeches today because white people felt compelled to write them down. Their reasons for doing so often had as much to do with their own agendas as concern for the Haudenosaunee. It began, in part, with a scholarly fascination. Red Jacket’s 1805 reply to Reverend Cram was transcribed and published in a Boston monthly anthology in 1809. An accompanying note suggested that “The speech of Red Jacket, I think, discovers the beauties of imagery, united with a shrewdness of remark, and an extent of information, far beyond what we should have expected to find in the wandering tribes of Indians.”[33]

			In the years that followed, the speech was reprinted frequently. By 1816, it was part of an emerging American canon, published in a textbook, The American Speaker. For a young nation, anthologies like this were a tool for forging American identity as well as a guide to great oratory. By placing Red Jacket’s words alongside those of Franklin and Jefferson, these anthologies acknowledged that moral clarity and rhetorical prowess were not the sole domain of white people; that American identity encompassed the perspectives of Native peoples.

			Oratory like Red Jacket’s also watered the ground for more egalitarian schools of thought in the United States. His skill with words disproved notions of white supremacy and challenged the American commitment to religious freedom in the Bill of Rights. Secularists—wary of the influence of missionaries and disdainful of the zealous brand of evangelical Christianity gaining momentum in the early nineteenth century—echoed arguments for tolerance of different beliefs. Quakers and other universalists seized on speeches like Red Jacket’s to support fairer treatment of and coexistence with indigenous people. Some abolitionists applied concepts of universal rights to their cause. Others noted mischievously, as Franklin had done, that the Haudenosaunee were closer to the model of a good Christian than were the Christians who wanted to convert them.[34]

			Indeed, the recording of words like Red Jacket’s ensured that history could not mistake the Haudenosaunee for “savages”—these were sophisticated thinkers and orators who had been engaged in a high-level dialogue with Europeans for centuries. There would be no erasing the unfairness of what the white people did. This is an important legacy of Red Jacket’s words: They force us to confront what we know to be true. So, even as they clung to diminishing self-determination, Native Americans like Red Jacket contributed to debates about American ideals of justice and freedom that have unfolded ever since.

			Late in his life, Red Jacket spoke in theaters across the Northeast and continued to negotiate with the Americans, making clear his intention to Secretary of War John C. Calhoun to “live and die on the land he now occupies.”[35] His last political act was promoting reconciliation between the two factions of Seneca: Christian and traditionalists. A few years after Red Jacket’s death, President Andrew Jackson pushed through the forcible removal of the Cherokee from their ancestral home in the Southeast. Red Jacket’s ideas and oratory carried on in American debates, as did ethnic cleansing as an American policy.
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			To this day, some Seneca consider Red Jacket a sellout. He was party to negotiations that left his people diminished. His strength as an orator made him the voice of record from meetings where the Seneca made concessions and made him famous in the white world that had extracted those concessions. Yet looked at from another perspective, the Seneca held on to a firm enough foundation to withstand the crashing wave of the new American nation. The old beliefs that Red Jacket spoke about did not die. Religion and spirituality remained a part of the Seneca identity. In 1848, they formed a new political entity, the Seneca Indian Nation, which has continued a tradition of self-government ever since. The Seneca still live on lands where they’ve been for thousands of years, thanks to a treaty that Red Jacket helped negotiate.

			Those lands remain sovereign territory of the Seneca Nation near Buffalo, a city that has gone through its own cycles of growth and decay: A young town at the terminus of the Erie Canal, a railroad hub, a center of flour milling, a manufacturer of steel, a cog in the Arsenal of Democracy during World War II, and then a loser in the unfolding process of deindustrialization and globalization. The wheel of history turned. A once-ascendant white working class found itself encroached upon by forces beyond its control. Today, as Buffalo gives way to surrounding wilderness, there is an abundance of Buffalo Bills flags, the charging buffalo—once a staple of Native American hunting—transformed into the symbol of a professional football team. Cultures blend. Occasionally a billboard advertises a Seneca-run casino in the area: images of smiling white people gambling away their money, like some kind of late-stage capitalist reparation.[36]

			The nicest town before you reach the Seneca Nation’s capital, Salamanca, is the ski area of Ellicottville, named for the land surveyor Joseph Ellicott. Red Jacket met on occasion with Ellicott when he was working as the agent of the Holland Land Company, which was one of the biggest Eaters of Seneca land. There is a story about the two of them sitting next to each other on a log. Red Jacket told him, “Move along, Joe” several times, gesturing in one direction. Ellicott realized that if he kept moving, he would fall off the log and into the mud.[37] That was Red Jacket’s point: The Seneca had no place left to move to make way for the Holland Land Company.

			Today, Salamanca is a Seneca reservation and town of about six thousand people. The place is nestled between the Allegheny River and rolling, tree-covered foothills, lending it an air of quietude and sanctuary. It’s a nice piece of land. The building that serves as the administrative center of the Seneca Indian Nation is right next to the Seneca-Iroquois National Museum, where a panel introduces a visitor to the story preserved there: “Although our vast territories are smaller now, we continue to live on our original land. We have always lived here.”

			Inside the museum, Red Jacket’s medal, awarded by George Washington, is on display. There is the American president bringing a different form of civilization; there is the Indian who has laid down his tomahawk.[38] So many years later, certain issues remain the same. Red Jacket’s words endure because his people do, and they resonate because they raise questions that Americans have failed to answer ever since. Are we a nation committed to ideals of fairness and equality, or are we an ever-growing organism of conquest and consumption—the “Great Eater,” justifying our appetites while serving a white, Christian, American identity?

		

	
		
			
				3.

				Maria Stewart: 
Knowledge Is Power
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				“We have pursued the shadow, they have obtained the substance; we have performed the labor, they have received the profits; we have planted the vines, they have eaten the fruits.”

			

			1833

			In 1832, at Boston’s Franklin Hall, Maria Stewart delivered the first recorded speech by a Black American woman to a mixed-race, mixed-gender audience.[1] She was widowed, impoverished, and still in her twenties, yet her words were a harbinger of movements that would help remake America long after she receded from public view.

			As the United States continued to expand in the early nineteenth century, debates had escalated about whether slavery would spread to new territories. In 1820, the Missouri Compromise tried to preserve a fragile balance: Maine would enter as a free state, Missouri as a slave state, and slavery would be prohibited north of the 36°30' line in the newly acquired Louisiana Territory. But this compromise masked deepening fractures. By the time Andrew Jackson became president in 1828, the United States was entering a period of violent transformation. Tens of thousands of Native Americans would be forcibly removed from their lands, and South Carolina would threaten to secede from the union over tariffs that jeopardized their slave-based economies.

			While politicians prioritized the expansion, preservation, and economic interests of the union, it fell to activists to mount moral arguments against slavery through speeches, newspapers, and direct appeals to conscience. As has often been the case in American history, this activism began in disparate places through different voices long before the rest of the country was ready to hear the message. In the early 1830s, Boston was one of those places and Maria Stewart was one of those voices, advancing radical ideas that would one day be mainstreamed in politics and codified in law.

			Even by Boston’s standards, though, Maria Stewart’s speeches were radical. The city’s growing abolitionist community would have filled the seats at Franklin Hall. “Why sit ye here and die?” she began. She condemned Black passivity as much as white oppression. “Come let us plead our cause before the whites: if they save us alive, we shall live—and if they kill us, we shall but die.” Then she looked out at an audience of men and women, Black and white. The very fact of her being there carried a message that she chose to name out loud. In describing a dialogue with God, she offered a glimpse into how her faith had propelled her into public life: “Who shall go forward and take off the reproach that is cast upon the people of color? Asked a voice from within, ‘Shall it be a woman?’ And my heart made this reply—‘If it is thy will, be it even so, Lord Jesus!’ ”[2]

			Shall it be a woman? Almost two decades before the birth of the women’s rights movement at Seneca Falls, Stewart’s answer was provocative. It combined the moral impatience of an activist, the revelation of the Black church, and the experience of a woman who had been oppressed on account of her race and her gender. In her speech, Stewart insisted upon the necessity of educating girls and empowering women as fundamental to Black liberation. This was an early recognition of intersectionality—the idea that the fate of marginalized peoples is woven together.

			A few months later, Stewart gave another public address, at Boston’s African Masonic Hall, a venue for Black empowerment. It was established by Prince Hall, a veteran of the Revolutionary War and abolitionist who had died in 1807. A powerful orator, Hall had founded Black Freemasonry believing that Blacks needed a Masonic order of their own. White Masons had populated the upper echelons of the military, educational institutions, and public life in a manner that Hall wanted to emulate for Blacks. But Hall came to support the movement for Blacks to return to Africa, as he saw his hopes for equality in a post-revolutionary America dashed.[3]

			Stewart was against all colonization schemes that called for Black Americans to go to Africa. And when she addressed the African Masonic Hall, her subject was liberty and equality for Blacks—not through emigration, but within the United States. The words that she spoke indicated how unafraid she was to court controversy—to challenge, even to insult, her audience. Her message was straightforward: The key to Black liberation was moral, educational, and economic empowerment harnessed to fearless political action. This time, her immediate audience would have been Black and male, though her words were certain to be reprinted and filter out into the community at large.

			“African rights and liberty,” she began, “is a subject that ought to fire the breast of every free man of color in these United States.”[4] The speech that followed tapped into currents of Black thought and activism that had been gathering strength in the society around her. But she also drew on wellsprings of personal pain and hardship that rendered her unafraid of the consequences of her words—whether attacking the structures of white supremacy or members of her own community.

			Maria Stewart had that extra aspect of a particular American archetype: the outsider who speaks without fear or favor. By doing so, she made herself a prophet.
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			Maria Stewart was born in Connecticut and her parents died when she was five years old. She was bound as a domestic servant to a white family. Growing up and coming of age, she did chores for the white people, carrying their loads and looking after their needs. Meanwhile, she taught herself to read and found a home in the local Black church.[5]

			In those days, Black pastors travelled up and down the Northeast through disparate free communities. One of those pastors was Thomas Paul. For their congregations, preachers like Paul were portals to both the Christian word and the wider world, carrying news of other places. Paul, for instance, had traveled to Haiti, where he met with President Jean-Pierre Boyer and supported the development of independent Black religious life in the republic that had emerged from the world’s only successful slave rebellion. A founder of Boston’s African Baptist church, Paul was emblematic of communal empowerment. He insisted on an independent, organized African American Christianity, and can be seen as one in a line of founding fathers of the Black church, that engine of so much social change and uplift throughout American history.[6]

			The emergence of the Black church took place amidst the second Great Awakening, which had kindled a deeper spirituality in Americans of all races searching for meaning in a changing world. The United States was growing. The country had weathered the War of 1812, a final British effort to bully their former colonies. It had also grown more prosperous, in part because of the boom in cotton exports, which depended upon the marriage of slave labor and technology after the invention of the cotton gin. Yet even as Northern states phased out slavery, life was precarious for free Blacks. The church was one of the few places where they could find dignity, community, and a sense of justice elusive in the physical world.[7]

			In the early 1820s, Stewart moved to Boston and began worshiping at the African Meeting House where Thomas Paul was pastor. It was a city of around fifty thousand people, small enough for shifts in the political winds to make waves. Life was segregated, with Blacks living in their own neighborhoods and generally restricted to their own public spaces. The African Meeting House was on the north side of Beacon Hill, the heart of the Black community. Throughout the week, Stewart would have found a blend of religious services, Bible study, secular schooling, political debates, meals, and communal celebrations. This gave her entry into a more empowered and cosmopolitan community than she had known in Connecticut. Nearby, Boston’s port was both a link to the city’s revolutionary Tea Party past and an artery that connected the city to goods, ideas, and people from all over the world.[8]

			One of those people was James Stewart, who married Maria in a service performed by Thomas Paul on August 10, 1826. James had served in the US Navy during the War of 1812 and then traveled extensively as a merchant seaman, seeing far more of the world’s diversity of peoples and political systems than most Americans. After his time at sea, he settled in Boston and became a shipping agent. Maria, just a few years removed from serving a white household, had married a man of means and prominence, in the heart of one of most vibrant and political Black middle-class communities in the country.[9]

			Even in free communities, slavery was a predominant issue for Blacks as they considered their place in America. The importation of enslaved people was banned in 1808, but the slave trade within the United States expanded dramatically to fuel the booming cotton economy. More than 1.5 million Blacks were in bondage, while about two hundred and fifty thousand were living free under conditions that offered little security, as the kidnapping and human trafficking of free Blacks from North to South cast an ominous shadow. Meanwhile, colonization schemes suggested that the only place for a free Black person was in Africa, not America.

			Boston’s Black community could see how the laws, norms, and economy of the United States were set up to perpetuate a racial hierarchy. The future was uncertain. How much would slavery be extended into the new territories and states being incorporated into the United States? Should immediate abolition be the goal, or an incremental process of manumission? What would become of slaves once they were freed? Should African Americans be sent back to Africa, as the American Colonization Society argued? Should the pursuit of abolition be peaceful, or should slaves rebel, as Haiti’s had? Free Blacks wanted a voice in answering those questions. In 1826, the Massachusetts General Colored Association was established in Boston, dedicated to ending discriminatory laws in the state and slavery in the South.

			In 1827, Freedom’s Journal, the first national newspaper published by and for Black Americans, was established in New York. “Too long have others spoken for us,” the founders wrote in their first editorial—a declaration that resonated across free Black communities like Boston’s, where subscription agents spread the paper hand-to-hand. One of those agents was David Walker, a friend of the Stewarts who had a profound impact on Maria.[10]

			Walker was born in North Carolina, the son of a slave father and a free mother. Growing up, he saw the horrors of slavery first-hand: In one episode, a son was compelled to whip his own mother to death. He moved to Charleston, which was charged by Denmark Vesey’s planned slave revolt in 1822—a plot uncovered before it could be carried out. This led to brutal reprisals against Black leaders and the destruction of Black churches.[11]

			Walker moved north to Boston, where he dedicated himself to Black liberation. He opened a used-clothing store and wrote Walker’s Appeal in Four Articles. In it, he called upon slaves to rebel, implored Blacks to educate themselves, invoked divine judgment, and rebutted the hypocrisy of America’s founders—including Thomas Jefferson’s assertion in Notes on the State of Virginia that Blacks “are inferior to the whites in endowments of both body and mind.” Walker saw passivity in the face of white supremacy as surrender and betrayal. “Unless we try to refute Mr. Jefferson’s arguments respecting us we will only establish them,” he wrote. “We hold these truths to be self-evident—that ALL MEN ARE CREATED EQUAL!!”[12]

			Walker’s Appeal was first published in 1829. Making use of his clothing store, Walker used methods of distribution that included sewing the pamphlet into the lining of clothes worn by sailors heading south. There, his Appeal would be smuggled to its intended audience: enslaved people called to overthrow their masters. The Stewarts were close enough to Walker that they moved into an apartment he vacated in 1827. Given James Stewart’s business as a shipping agent, it is likely that he cooperated with Walker’s scheme to ship his Appeal south in the clothes of sailors.[13] This was not without risk. Slave owners passed laws forbidding the dissemination of anti-slavery writings and put a bounty of several thousand dollars on Walker’s head. He remained defiant, convinced that his cause was both noble and in God’s favor.

			Young Maria Stewart had found marriage, relative prosperity, and connections to exceptional people at an exceptional time—one of those moments when a young person feels her community, her ideals, and the currents of history converging. An American moment. As she circulated among Thomas Paul, James Stewart, and David Walker at the African Meeting House, they would have discussed issues that became subjects for her meteoric speaking career: the rising prominence of the independent Black church; the influence of ideas from foreign countries, particularly Haiti; the expropriation of America’s founding rhetoric to support Black liberation; the demand for the immediate abolition of slavery; the rejection of sending Blacks back to Africa; the link between abolition and Black empowerment; and the willingness to die for the cause.

			Fate dictated that Maria Stewart was the one who did not die. Instead, her three mentors did, in rapid succession. First, James Stewart became ill and died in 1829. In addition to being widowed, Maria was cheated out of a considerable inheritance by white businessmen who used all manner of schemes to steal her livelihood.[14] Years later, her friend Louisa Hatton recalled, “O, what a shame—what a dreadful shame—for those robbers to so shamefully cheat her out of all that her husband had left her, and to send her away penniless, to combat a heartless world among strangers.”[15] In 1830, David Walker died in his nearby home, likely due to tuberculosis. Many believed that he’d been killed, including Maria Stewart, who described him as a martyr. Through all this loss, Thomas Paul was surely a comfort to Maria, who was turning to a more intense Christian faith. But then, in April of 1831, he also died of tuberculosis.

			Between 1829 and 1831, Maria Stewart lost her husband, her revolutionary hero, and her pastor. Stewart later recalled that “for several years, my heart was in continual sorrow.” Amidst that sorrow, she refused to let her beliefs die with the men she buried; instead, she emerged with the fiery voice of a prophet who has passed through unimaginable ordeals, with nothing left to lose.
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			Maria Stewart was not yet thirty when she appeared at the Boston offices of The Liberator in the summer of 1831. The publisher, William Lloyd Garrison, later recalled how she crossed his threshold “in the flush and promise of ripening womanhood, with a graceful form and a pleasing countenance.”[16] Still in his twenties, Garrison was on his way to becoming the country’s most prominent white abolitionist, and The Liberator was his anti-slavery newspaper.

			Garrison had worked his way through odd jobs and apprenticeships into the newspaper business before joining the abolitionist movement. He initially supported the American Colonization Society, which resettled free Black Americans in the recently established African colony of Liberia. But as it became clear that the Society was more focused on removing freed Blacks from America than freeing slaves within America, Garrison embraced immediate abolition and full equality for Blacks within the United States—a radical proposition that he advocated through The Liberator.

			When Stewart walked through Garrison’s door, the newspaper was only a few months old. The small office at No. 11 Merchant Hall had ink-stained windows, a printing press in the corner, and a bed.[17] Stewart carried a manuscript which recounted a kind of life that was rarely depicted in American newspapers. She recalled her upbringing in bound servitude in Connecticut, her formative experience in Boston, and the ideals stirred within her: “many think, because your skins are tinged with a sable hue, that you are an inferior race of beings,” she wrote, addressing the Black community directly. “But God doth not consider you as such.” In language that foreshadowed the soaring rhetoric of future American civil-rights movements, she asserted: “It is not the color of the skin that makes the man, but it is the principles formed within the soul.”[18]

			Stewart’s essay made a case for the Black community to take the initiative rather than wait for whites to help them. She alluded to a lost history of great kingdoms and innovation on the African continent throughout the centuries. She implored Blacks to educate their own children, as they were kept out of white American schools. She linked Black empowerment to the empowerment of women, suggesting that women take up a collection of their own to build a school for Black girls. “How long shall the fair daughters of Africa be compelled to bury their minds and talents between a load of iron pots and kettles?” she asked.[19]

			There was nothing passive about Stewart’s voice. She celebrated Haiti’s slave revolution. She declared her willingness to die for her beliefs. She warned ominously of divine judgment against those who perpetuated slavery. Her words burned with the fire of someone set alight by the fervor of religious transformation, sharing a prophetic vision for what would happen when Blacks embraced self-empowerment. “Their souls would become fired with a holy zeal for freedom’s cause,” she wrote. “Able advocates would arise in our defense. Knowledge would begin to flow, and the chains of slavery and ignorance would melt like wax before the flames.” She insisted upon equality with whites who ignored the hypocrisy written into the country’s founding documents: “It is the blood of our fathers and the tears of our brethren that have enriched your soils. AND WE CLAIM OUR RIGHTS.”[20]
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			In the reform politics of the day, newspapers were symbiotic with oratory: Editorialists became speakers, and speeches were reprinted in newspapers. So, when William Lloyd Garrison published Maria Stewart’s manuscript, it helped launched one of the more improbable public-speaking runs in American history, as Boston’s abolitionist readership became Stewart’s audience. Over the next two years, Stewart delivered four public speeches, all of which were reprinted in The Liberator. Then, just as abruptly as she had come on the scene, Stewart disappeared.

			Her speech to the African Masonic Hall was the third of her public addresses, and she was at the peak of her powers. Her words can be uncomfortable to read, even contradictory. She lamented a lack of Black achievement while pointing out that Blacks made white achievements possible. She uplifted African greatness while blaming Africans for their circumstances. She paid tribute to white American success while prophesizing an imminent judgment against white people’s sins. She castigated Black passivity while heralding a dawn of Black empowerment.

			It was a speech that contained multitudes, as if so many underground currents of thought, feeling, and experience burst to the surface at once through this young woman, powerless in the context of American social and political structures and yet empowered by her vision. It is a profoundly American piece of rhetoric.

			Maria Stewart 
Speech to 
the African Masonic Hall

			February 27, 1833

			Boston, Massachusetts

			African rights and liberty is a subject that ought to fire the breast of every free man of color in these United States, and excite in his bosom a lively, deep, decided, and heartfelt interest. When I cast my eyes on the long list of illustrious names that are enrolled on the bright annals of fame among the whites, I turn my eyes within and ask my thoughts, “Where are the names of our illustrious ones?” It must certainly have been for the want of energy on the part of the free people of color that they have been long willing to bear the yoke of oppression. It must have been the want of ambition and force that has given the whites occasion to say that our natural abilities are not as good, and our capacities by nature inferior to theirs. They boldly assert that did we possess a natural independence of soul, and feel a love for liberty within our breasts, some one of our sable race, long before this, would have testified it, notwithstanding the disadvantages under which we labor. We have made ourselves appear altogether unqualified to speak in our own defense, and are therefore looked upon as objects of pity and commiseration. We have been imposed upon, insulted, and derided on every side; and now, if we complain, it is considered as the height of impertinence. We have suffered ourselves to be considered as dastards, cowards, mean, faint-hearted wretches; and on this account (not because of our complexion) many despise us, and would gladly spurn us from their presence.

			These things have fired my soul with a holy indignation, and compelled me thus to come forward and endeavor to turn their attention to knowledge and improvement, for knowledge is power. I would ask, is it blindness of mind or stupidity of soul or the want of education that has caused our men who are sixty or seventy years of age never to let their voices be heard nor their hands be raised in behalf of their color? Or has it been for fear of offending the whites? If it has, O ye fearful ones, throw off your fearfulness and come forth, in the name of the Lord and in the strength of the God of Justice, and make yourselves useful and active members in society; for they admire a noble and patriotic spirit in others, and should they not admire it in us? If you are men, convince them that you possess the spirit of men: and as your day so shall your strength be. Have the sons of Africa no souls? Feel they no ambitious desires? Shall the chains of ignorance forever confine them? Shall the insipid appellation of “clever negroes” or “good creatures” any longer content them? Where can we find among ourselves the man of science, or a philosopher, or an able statesman, or a counsellor at law? Show me our fearless and brave, our noble and gallant ones. Where are our lecturers on natural history and our critics in useful knowledge? There may be a few such men among us, but they are rare. It is true, our fathers bled and died in the revolutionary war, and others fought bravely, under the command of Jackson, in defense of liberty. But where is the man that has distinguished himself in these modern days by acting wholly in the defense of African rights and liberty? There was one; although he sleeps, his memory lives.

			I am sensible that there are many highly intelligent gentlemen of color in these United States in the force of whose arguments, doubtless, I should discover my inferiority; but if they are blessed with wit and talent, friends and fortune, why have they not made themselves men of eminence by striving to take all the reproach that is cast upon the people of color, and in endeavoring to alleviate the woes of their brethren in bondage? Talk, without effort, is nothing. You are abundantly capable, gentlemen, of making yourselves men of distinction; and this gross neglect on your part causes my blood to boil within me. Here is the grand cause which hinders the rise and progress of the people of color. It is the want of laudable ambition and requisite courage.

			Individuals have been distinguished according to their genius and talents ever since the first formation of man, and will continue to be while the world stands. The different grades rise to honor and respectability as their merits may deserve. History informs us that we sprung from one of the most learned nations of the whole earth; from the seat, if not the parent of science; yes, poor, despised Africa was once the resort of sages and legislators of other nations, was esteemed the school of learning, and the most illustrious men of Greece flocked thither for instruction. But it was our gross sins and abominations that provoked the Almighty to frown thus heavily upon us and give our glory unto others. Sin and prodigality have caused the downfall of nations, kings, and emperors; and were it not that God in wrath remembers mercy, we might indeed despair; but a promise is left us: “Ethiopia shall again stretch forth her hands unto God.”

			But it is no use for us to boast that we sprung from this learned and enlightened nation, for this day a thick mist of moral gloom hangs over millions of our race. Our condition as a people has been low for hundreds of years, and it will continue to be so, unless, by true piety and virtue, we strive to regain that which we have lost. White Americans, by their prudence, economy, and exertions, have sprung up and become one of the most flourishing nations in the world, distinguished for their knowledge of the arts and sciences, for their polite literature. While our minds are vacant and starving for want of knowledge, theirs are filled to overflowing. Most of our color have been taught to stand in fear of the white man from their earliest infancy, to work as soon as they could walk, and to call “master” before they scarce could lisp the name of mother. Continual fear and laborious servitude have in some degree lessened in us that natural force and energy which belong to man; or else, in defiance of opposition, our men, before this, would have nobly and boldly contended for their rights. But give the man of color an equal opportunity with the white from the cradle to manhood, and from manhood to the grave, and you would discover the dignified statesman, the man of science, and the philosopher. But there is no such opportunity for the sons of Africa, and I fear that our powerful ones are fully determined that there never shall be. Forbid, ye Powers on high, that it should any longer be said that our men possess no force. O ye sons of Africa, when will your voices be heard in our legislative halls, in defiance of your enemies, contending for equal rights and liberty? How can you, when you reflect from what you have fallen, refrain from crying mightily unto God, to turn away from us the fierceness of his anger, and remember our transgressions against us no more forever. But a God of infinite purity will not regard the prayers of those who hold religion in one hand, and prejudice, sin, and pollution in the other; he will not regard the prayers of self-righteousness and hypocrisy. Is it possible, I exclaim, that for the want of knowledge we have labored for hundreds of years to support others, and been content to receive what they chose to give us in return? Cast your eyes about, look as far as you can see; all, all is owned by the lordly white, except here and there a lowly dwelling which the man of color, midst deprivations, fraud, and opposition has been scarce able to procure. Like King Solomon, who put neither nail nor hammer to the temple, yet received the praise; so also have the white Americans gained themselves a name, like the names of the great men that are in the earth, while in reality we have been their principal foundation and support. We have pursued the shadow, they have obtained the substance; we have performed the labor, they have received the profits; we have planted the vines, they have eaten the fruits of them.

			I would implore our men, and especially our rising youth, to flee from the gambling board and the dance-hall; for we are poor, and have no money to throw away. I do not consider dancing as criminal in itself, but it is astonishing to me that our young men are so blind to their own interest and the future welfare of their children as to spend their hard earnings for this frivolous amusement; for it has been carried on among us to such an unbecoming extent that it has become absolutely disgusting. “Faithful are the wounds of a friend, but the kisses of an enemy are deceitful.” Had those men among us, who have had an opportunity, turned their attention as assiduously to mental and moral improvement as they have to gambling and dancing, I might have remained quietly at home and they stood contending in my place. These polite accomplishments will never enroll your names on the bright annals of fame who admire the belle void of intellectual knowledge, or applaud the dandy that talks largely on politics, without striving to assist his fellow in the revolution, when the nerves and muscles of every other man forced him into the field of action. You have a right to rejoice, and to let your hearts cheer you in the days of your youth; yet remember that for all these things God will bring you into judgment. Then, O ye sons of Africa, turn your mind from these perishable objects, and contend for the cause of God and the rights of man. Form yourselves into temperance societies. There are temperate men among you; then why will you any longer neglect to strive, by your example, to suppress vice in all its abhorrent forms? You have been told repeatedly of the glorious results arising from temperance, and can you bear to see the whites arising in honor and respectability without endeavoring to grasp after that honor and respectability also?[21]

			

			—

			Stewart could assume that her audience agreed with her about the immorality of slavery and necessity of equality. Yet after announcing her subject matter—“African rights and liberty”—she turned her vehement attention not to racism but to Black empowerment. “Where are the names of our illustrious ones?” she asked, assuming a confrontational stance. Here was a voice emerging from the early prophetic traditions of the Black church. The repetition of certain words. The use of questions to advance an argument and challenge her audience. The biblical reference points and allusion to “the God of Justice.” The lines meant to trigger her audience, like her provocation that “want of ambition or force” among Black men helped facilitate white racism, a charge that remains incendiary to this day, cast under the contemporary label of “responsibility politics.”

			Stewart’s moralistic tone reflected the jeremiad, a rhetorical tradition of lamenting a society’s downfall and imminent judgment that dates to Jeremiah’s prophecy of the fall of Jerusalem: a warning often coupled with an urgent insistence upon moral improvement. It is the type of message that must be spoken out loud, the speaker as prophet. The jeremiad has played an essential role in the history of American oratory, as speakers have turned lamentation into an appeal to make God’s kingdom manifest on Earth, specifically in America. Within African American oratory, the jeremiad has been a call to redeem not just humankind’s sins, but America’s specific sins of racism and inequality.[22]

			To this point in the speech, Stewart has described the downfall of a society—her Black community. A once mighty and learned African people was felled not just by colonization, but through the character of its leaders. In America, she lamented, too many Black men were denizens of dance and gambling halls. She acknowledged the accomplishments of others, while challenging them for not insisting upon greater recognition and equality with whites. That criticism was intended to jolt her listeners—just as David Walker once jolted her—into an awakening to the absurdity of a system in which white achievement is dependent upon Black effort: “We have pursued the shadow, they have obtained the substance; we have performed the labor, they have received the profits; we have planted the vines, they have eaten the fruits of them.”

			Even as she made her criticisms through questions, she also affirmed her belief in the answer: “Knowledge is power.” That exhortation allowed her to pivot, in the last part of her speech, to specific recommendations for how to redeem her country and exalt her people. This, too, was characteristic of a particular kind of African American jeremiad, which traced the fall of a nation and people before offering a roadmap to redemption.

			But I forbear. Let our money, instead of being thrown away as heretofore, be appropriated for schools and seminaries of learning for our children and youth. We ought to follow the example of the whites in this respect. Nothing would raise our respectability, add to our peace and happiness, and reflect so much honor upon us, as to be ourselves the promoters of temperance, and the supporters, as far as we are able, of useful and scientific knowledge. The rays of light and knowledge have been hid from our view; we have been taught to consider ourselves as scarce superior to the brute creation; and have performed the most laborious part of American drudgery. Had we as a people received one-half the early advantages the whites have received, I would defy the Government of these United States to deprive us any longer of our rights.

			I am informed that the agent of the Colonization Society has recently formed an association of young men for the purpose of influencing those of us to go to Liberia who may feel disposed. The colonizationists are blind to their own interest, for should the nations of the earth make war with America, they would find their forces much weakened by our absence; or should we remain here, can our “brave soldiers” and “fellow-citizens,” as they were termed in time of calamity, condescend to defend the rights of the whites and be again deprived of their own, or sent to Liberia in return? Or, if the colonizationists are the real friends to Africa, let them expend the money which they collect, in erecting a college to educate her injured sons in this land of gospel, light, and liberty; for it would be most thankfully received on our part, and convince us of the truth of their professions, and save time, expense, and anxiety. Let them place before us noble objects worthy of pursuit, and see if we prove ourselves to be those unambitious negroes they term us. But ah, methinks their hearts are so frozen toward us they had rather their money should be sunk in the ocean than to administer it to our relief; and I fear, if they dared, like Pharaoh, king of Egypt, they would order every male child among us to be drowned. But the most high God is still as able to subdue the lofty pride of these white Americans as He was the heart of that ancient rebel. They say, though we are looked upon as things, yet we sprang from a scientific people. Had our men the requisite force and energy they would soon convince them by their efforts, both in public and private, that they were men, or things in the shape of men. Well may the colonizationists laugh us to scorn for our negligence; well may they cry: ‘‘Shame to the sons of Africa.” As the burden of the Israelites was too great for Moses to bear, so also is our burden too great for our noble advocate to bear. You must feel interested, my brethren, in what he undertakes, and hold up his hands by your good works, or in spite of himself his soul will become discouraged and his heart will die within him; for he has, as it were, the strong bulls of Bashan to contend with.

			It is of no use for us to wait any longer for a generation of well educated men to arise. We have slumbered and slept too long already; the day is far spent; the night of death approaches; and you have sound sense and good judgment sufficient to begin with, if you feel disposed to make a right use of it. Let every man of color throughout the United States, who possesses the spirit and principles of a man, sign a petition to Congress to abolish slavery in the District of Columbia, and grant you the rights and privileges of common free citizens; for if you had had faith as a grain of mustard seed, long before this the mountains of prejudice might have been removed. We are all sensible that the Anti-Slavery Society has taken hold of the arm of our whole population, in order to raise them out of the mire. Now all we have to do is, by a spirit of virtuous ambition, to strive to raise ourselves; and I am happy to have it in my power thus publicly to say that the colored inhabitants of this city, in some respects, are beginning to improve. Had the free people of color in these United States nobly and boldly contended for their rights, and showed a natural genius and talent, although not so brilliant as some; had they held up, encouraged and patronized each other, nothing could have hindered us from being a thriving and flourishing people. There has been a fault among us. The reason why our distinguished men have not made themselves more influential, is because they fear that the strong current of opposition through which they must pass would cause their downfall and prove their overthrow. And what gives rise to this opposition? Envy. And what has it amounted to? Nothing. And who are the cause of it? Our whited sepulchres, who want to be great, and don’t know how; who love to be called of men “Rabbi, Rabbi;” who put on false sanctity, and humble themselves to their brethren for the sake of acquiring the highest place in the synagogue and the uppermost seat at the feast. You, dearly beloved, who are the genuine followers of our Lord Jesus Christ—the salt of the earth, and the light of the world—are not so culpable. As I told you in the very first of my writing, I tell you again, I am but as a drop in the bucket—as one particle of the small dust of the earth. God will surely raise up those among us who will plead the cause of virtue and the pure principles of morality more eloquently than I am able to do.

			It appears to me that America has become like the great City of Babylon, for she has boasted in her heart: “I sit a queen, and am no widow, and shall see no sorrow!” She is, indeed, a seller of slaves and the souls of men; she has made the Africans drunk with the wine of her fornication; she has put them completely beneath her feet, and she means to keep them there; her right hand supports the reins of government and her left hand the wheel of power, and she is determined not to let go her grasp. But many powerful sons and daughters of Africa will shortly arise, who will put down vice and immorality among us, and declare by Him that sitteth upon the throne that they will have their rights; and if refused, I am afraid they will spread horror and devastation around. I believe that the oppression of injured Africa has come up before the Majesty of Heaven; and when our cries shall have reached the ears of the Most High, it will be a tremendous day for the people of this land; for strong is the arm of the Lord God Almighty. Life has almost lost its charms for me; death has lost its sting, and the grave its terrors; and at times I have a strong desire to depart and dwell with Christ, which is far better. Let me entreat my white brethren to awake and save our sons from dissipation and our daughters from ruin. Lend the hand of assistance to feeble merit; plead the cause of virtue among our sable race; so shall our curses upon you be turned into blessings; and though you should endeavor to drive us from these shores, still we will cling to you the more firmly; nor will we attempt to rise above you; we will presume to be called your equals only.

			The unfriendly whites first drove the native American from his much loved home. Then they stole our fathers from their peaceful and quiet dwellings, and brought them hither, and made bond-men and bond-women of them and their little ones. They have obliged our brethren to labor; kept them in utter ignorance; nourished them in vice, and raised them in degradation; and now that we have enriched their soil, and filled their coffers, they say that we are not capable of becoming like white men, and that we never can rise to respectability in this country. They would drive us to a strange land. But before I go, the bayonet shall pierce me through. African rights and liberty is a subject that ought to fire the breast of every free man of color in these United States, and excite in his bosom a lively, deep, decided, and heartfelt interest.[23]

			

			—

			Stewart had merged the political and prophetic. She connected her gospel of self-improvement to a greater struggle for justice—the Israelites freeing themselves from bondage as a prerequisite for entering the promised land. Her prescriptions were worldly. Blacks should establish schools and seminaries, embrace temperance, and pursue “useful and scientific knowledge.” They should reject the entreaties of the Colonization Society and remain in the United States. They should sign petitions, demand justice, and act fearlessly—even knowing that white retribution would follow. In doing so, they could hasten God’s judgment.

			As she made this turn from downfall to reclamation, Stewart shifted the focus of her ire from Black passivity to white racists who refused to see that the United States would be stronger if it was rooted in equality. Were the Colonization Society to succeed in ridding the country of Blacks, white Americans would be denied the military service, labor, and potential of Black Americans. This seemingly obvious truth sparked incredulity in Stewart: “their hearts are so frozen toward us they had rather their money should be sunk in the ocean than to administer it to our relief.”

			In language that foreshadowed centuries of direct action through the Black church, Stewart elevated the struggle for Black self-improvement and equality to a manifestation of God’s will. Preceding the rhetoric of Frederick Douglass (“what, to the slave, is the 4th of July?”[24]), Martin Luther King (“the fierce urgency of now”[25]), and Barack Obama (“we are the ones we’ve been waiting for”[26]), she demanded action because of the just nature of action and the futility of patience: “It is of no use for us to wait any longer for a generation of well-educated men to arise.” When practical, moral, and divine imperatives are at stake, there is no reason—indeed, no excuse—for delay.

			Stewart was simultaneously audacious and humble. She referred to herself as “one particle of the small dust of the earth.” But this did not prevent her from being a vessel for God himself in condemning “whited sepulchers” and likening the United States to the sinful city of Babylon awaiting judgment. This comparison was evident in how white Americans allowed themselves to become “seller[s] of slaves and the souls of men,” intent on suppressing Black Americans and holding “the wheel of power.” By rising, Blacks would either claim their rights or hasten the judgment of the Lord: “if refused,” she said, “I am afraid they will spread horror and devastation.”

			Black abolitionist rhetoric often foreshadowed such horror and devastation, which came to pass with the American Civil War. Yet Stewart did not foresee the horror and devastation as a calamity. On the contrary, she cast them as the inevitability of God’s judgment, which could only be a true and righteous thing: “when our cries shall have reached the ears of the Most High,” she said, “it will be a tremendous day for the people of this land.” Importantly, she was speaking of all people—not just Black Americans. Indeed, she was casting Blacks as the true believers in the righteous aspiration of the Declaration of Independence, in rejecting supremacy of any kind: “nor will we attempt to rise above you,” she said of white Americans, “we will presume to be called your equals only.” In this way, Black Americans cease to be a foreign presence within America, a problem to be solved; instead, they become the exemplars of America’s values, a community that truly believes in the words of the founding documents and will sacrifice for them.

			Stewart ended her speech with an indictment of white Americans that would have been familiar to Red Jacket. The theft of native lands. The enslavement, importation, and sale of Africans. The degradation of Black people in the United States. And, finally, the insult of the Colonization Society seeking to send Black Americans to a strange land. This was the shameful American history that coexisted with the story of progress. It has been told since America’s founding, fueling movements for justice and provoking backlashes to those movements: the desire to return to a time when hard truths remained unspoken, Black and brown people could be deported to places they’ve never been, and those in power could rest untroubled by conscience or consequence.

			Despite their ferocity, there was something vulnerable in Stewart’s words. It was her vision of her worldly surroundings and religious convictions, born out of the experience of a young life filled with hardship: “Life has almost lost its charms for me; death has lost its sting, and the grave its terrors.” In this voice, she was expressing an aspect of America’s Second Great Awakening. While this revival of the early nineteenth century took different forms, a common thread was a more personal and emotional expression of belief and responsibility. The America of Franklin’s revolutionary period was characterized by the Enlightenment, the pursuit of progress through rationality. But the rationality that enabled the creation of a republic couldn’t redeem it or resolve fundamental questions of national and individual identity in the absence of a king or an established church.[27] What did it mean to be an American? Who got to decide?

			As a Black woman, Maria Stewart knew that it was not supposed to be people like her. She could pursue self-improvement as a young Benjamin Franklin had, but she could not advance as he did. She could believe in the Declaration’s promise of equality, but she could not live it. She could live as a Christian woman, but then have her inheritance stolen. She could see a nation growing around her, but she also saw that “a thick mist of moral gloom hangs over millions of our race.” Her words cast away that gloom, first through an appeal to the Enlightenment rationality of America’s founding—the necessity of self-improvement and organization within the Black community—and second through a fervent belief in something more illuminating: the invocation of righteous struggle. Like a conscience seizing the body of a nation, Black Americans could transform not only their own condition, but the soul of the republic itself. And Maria Stewart—a Black woman—could speak for God in urging them to do so.

			As part of a community oppressed on account of race, and herself doubly oppressed on account of her gender, Stewart acknowledged that people expected her to stay silent. But that very status left her no choice but to step forward. There is a mixture of practicality and radicalism in her words that struck William Lloyd Garrison in that first meeting at The Liberator, and which has been characteristic of the role Black women have played in America ever since: The people who have the odds most stacked against them in American society have a unique moral standing to hold that society to account.
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			We don’t know how Maria Stewart’s speech was received at the African Masonic Hall on that February night. The best evidence comes from her fourth and final public speech a few months later—a “farewell address” to her community in Boston. Most of that speech is a defense of her own religiosity and of a woman having a public voice at all. It is laced with indications that her tough love did not go down well. “I find it is no use for me, as an individual, to try to make myself useful among my color in this city.”…“I have made myself contemptible in the eyes of many.”…“Thus far has my life been almost a complete disappointment.” Yet she seemed untroubled by this reality. She took comfort in her faith and anticipated that she would be proven right. “Men of eminence have mostly risen from obscurity,” she said, “nor will I, although a female of a darker hue, and far more obscure than they, bend my head or hang my harp upon willows; for though poor, I will virtuous prove.”[28]

			Stewart moved to New York and became a teacher, heeding her own call for education and communal improvement: One history of a school in Brooklyn recorded that “by 1845 more than 60 Black scholars were taught by a Maria W. Stewart.” She was a member of a Female Literary Society and attended a women’s anti-slavery convention in 1837. She continued to teach after moving to Baltimore in 1852.[29] From there, most of what we know comes from a collection of writings published near the end of her life, after an 1878 law finally allowed her to access her husband’s veteran pension from his service in the War of 1812. How striking it is that she used this money to republish copies of her speeches and writings for The Liberator from decades earlier alongside her memoir—proud of what she’d said as a young woman; aware that her words deserved to be recorded for posterity.

			In the preface, she wrote: “The work was suppressed for forty-six years; and the author was struggling during that time in widowhood and sorrow to maintain her dignity and standing as a woman and a Christian in poverty’s dark shade.”[30] The gritty memoir that followed is as defiant as her speeches because it insists that the details of her life were worth public commemoration in a manner that Black women’s lives rarely were in the nineteenth century. Rather than deal with high political issues, Stewart recounted her resilience in fending off extreme poverty while pursuing the vocation of a teacher. She wrote about making half of what she was owed to teach Black children in Baltimore. She wrote of various benefactors who used her for their own purposes—white liberals who sympathized with the South or abandoned her once she became a subject of controversy. Repeatedly, she found a church that would help her scrape together enough money for a simple room to live in, and which she could also use as a school.

			Later, in Washington, she carried out these efforts within walking distance of the White House, where Abraham Lincoln was serving as commander-in-chief. For Americans familiar with that part of our story, Stewart offers a different window through which to see ourselves: the perspective of a Black community pooling resources to find a place for self-improvement through the convulsions of war, including the massive effort required to support freed slaves who migrated north to the nation’s capital. By the 1870s, Stewart was playing an essential role in this work as matron of the Freedmen’s Hospital in northwest D.C.—an institution that served as both hospital and shelter for the thousands of freed people pouring into Washington.[31]

			Stewart’s account of these years in her memoir is largely devoid of self-aggrandizement. Surely, as she sat in a church and heard the Emancipation Proclamation read out loud, or watched the justice she predicted delivered by the Union army, or taught young girls freed from bondage, she must have recalled the young woman who spoke before the African Masonic Hall all those years ago. She had not become famous for her efforts. But her words had foreshadowed events, just as her own life had modelled a Black empowerment consistent with her speech: deeply Christian, committed to education, believing in her own dignity and that of her community. She had lived her message while her words had watered the ground for other activists to reap what she helped to sow.
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			Maria Stewart appended several letters to her collected writings. The letters are testimonials to her good deeds. One pastor, Henry Bailer, recalled, “I have seen her going through the streets in the dead of winter looking up the little children who should be attending school; and whether their parents could pay or not, she was perfectly willing to give her time and strength in teaching them.” Louisa Hatton wrote of Stewart’s travails, but noted that instead of giving up, “she chose instead to persist in her determination to offer the academic and religious training she felt young blacks would need to successfully meet the challenges of post-emancipation life.”[32] In 1879, she was reunited with Garrison, who wrote to her afterward with the same sense of wonder that he felt upon their first meeting: “though advanced in years, you are still animated with the spirit of your earlier life, and striving to do what in you lies to succor the outcast, reclaim the wanderer, and lift up the fallen.”[33]

			It was white men like Garrison and not Black women like Stewart who populated our history books. And some may dismiss her words at the African Masonic Hall as a form of responsibility politics: pointing a finger at the oppressed instead of simply calling out the oppressor. But those perspectives overlook the totality of Stewart’s words and life. After two years of challenging her own community, she spent decades doing what she had called upon others to do: taking care of herself, educating children, accepting the burden of combating injustice and inequality. Her words enlarged the tributaries that led into future movements for change. Yet where she was once a rage-filled prophet, she lived a life of quiet radicalism doing largely unseen deeds.

			The lives of people like Maria Stewart comprise a vast, unseen tableau of American life: people who lived with a fierce integrity and quiet dignity, changing the nation around them. When Stewart died in 1880, a local Black newspaper memorialized her. “Few, very few know of the remarkable career of this woman whose life has just drawn to a close. For half a century she was engaged in the work of elevating her race by lectures, teaching and various missionary and benevolent labors.”[34] She was buried in Washington’s Graceland cemetery. Even in death, though, she was not beyond the injustices of the land she’d worked so hard to improve. Graceland cemetery was closed by the US Congress in 1894 and given over to real estate developers. Maria Stewart’s remains were dug up and reinterred in Woodlawn Cemetery, just a few miles from a White House built by slaves.[35]
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				Alexander Stephens: 
The Cornerstone
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				“Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea; its foundations are laid, its corner-stone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery subordination to the superior race is his natural and normal condition.”

			

			1861

			On March 21, 1861, Alexander Stephens said the quiet part out loud to a raucous crowd in Savannah. The topic was the new constitution of the Confederate States of America, of which Stephens had just been elected vice president. He was a bookish, infirm, and legal-minded politician from humble origins who had opposed secession until the bitter end. But he carried a belief in white supremacy as fundamental to his own identity as it was to the Confederacy.

			For decades, Stephens had argued that the interests of the Southern states—including the sustainment of human slavery—were best protected by the United States Constitution. In his reading of that document, Stephens saw a commitment to states’ rights over federal power that rendered it unconstitutional for Congress to touch slavery in the South, even as the nation waged political battles over slavery’s expansion. Compared with this status quo, Stephens thought, secession carried too much risk. He would be proven right.

			By 1859, Stephens had retired to his hometown of Crawfordville, Georgia, after sixteen years in Congress. Just shy of fifty, he was sick and tired. Throughout his life, he had suffered from myriad conditions: rheumatoid arthritis, abdominal ailments, a proclivity for falls that often made it hard to walk. At around 5'7", he rarely weighed more than eighty pounds. Many mistook him for a child or described him as an apparition. He self-medicated with an array of mid-nineteenth-century cures and alcohol taken by the spoonful. A lifelong bachelor who showed little interest in female companionship, Stephens was cared for at home by some of his slaves.

			Despite his opposition to secession, Stephens’s allegiance was to Georgia, and he craved relevancy, so when his state voted to leave the union in January of 1861, he fell in line. He decamped to Montgomery, Alabama, where representatives of the breakaway states met to form their new government. As an experienced parliamentarian and legal scholar, Stephens was appointed to the committee that drafted the new constitution. It only took a few days. The brevity of that process and the slight nature of revisions revealed how shallow the Confederates’ grievances ran. Mostly, they cut and pasted parts of the US Constitution. The most evident changes dealt with slavery. Where the US Constitution had equivocated, the Confederate Constitution enshrined it openly: “In all such territory, the institution of negro slavery, as it now exists in the Confederate States, shall be recognized and protected by Congress and by the Territorial government.”[1] So, they were for states’ rights, but not when it came to the future of slavery.

			As a Georgian, Stephens came from the largest of the early states to secede. Unlike President Jefferson Davis, Stephens had a national reputation as a moderate supporter of the compromises over slavery that had tried to preserve the union. He knew his way around a governing administration and had a broad network from a life in politics. These attributes made him a natural choice for vice president of the Confederacy, a job that was just as undefined and powerless as its American counterpart. But to Stephens, the selection was validating. On February 11, 1861, he took the oath of office, pledging allegiance to a constitution that he had a hand in drafting.[2] He was now a founding father of a new nation, covered in glory like Washington, Madison, and Franklin, men whom he had spent a lifetime studying.

			Stephens returned to Georgia to receive adulation from the same crowds whom he had alienated by opposing secession. The South had a tradition of public speaking. Open gatherings would be held. Speakers would go on, one after another, for hours. The forums served as a communal space for people to come together, a form of performative competition, and a means of determining the political direction of the South. Despite his small stature, Stephens was an arresting speaker. He had a high-pitched voice that could ebb and flow with the vibe of his audience, shifting from a conversational tone to a fervent cry. A former schoolteacher, he took pride in his ability to explain complicated things to common people.[3]

			Speech by speech, from Montgomery to Savannah, Stephens sharpened his arguments, clarifying the Confederacy’s true foundation. In Atlanta, he criticized America’s founding fathers for accepting “the fallacy of the equality of races as underlying the foundations of republican liberty.”[4] Their mistake, he said, was that they “looked forward to the time when the institution of slavery should be removed from our midst.” By the time he got to Savannah, Stephens was making the case that the Confederacy had improved upon the US Constitution.

			He was invited to speak to a crowd of some two thousand people, which more than filled the city’s Athenaeum Theater, a grand venue whose size proved inadequate for the surge of citizens eager to hear their vice president. The man they called “Little Aleck” waited as the crowd was quieted.[5] Surely, he believed himself to be living through a revolutionary moment; perhaps an experiment in human affairs more consequential than the American Revolution. On that night in Savannah, it was possible to believe that a new nation had been born which would endure for all time. The guns were still silent. The history of the Civil War, and all its post facto justifications and rationalizations, remained unwritten. When he opened his mouth, Stephens would speak the unfiltered truth. He used no notes, but his words were hardly spontaneous. His entire life—and the entire recent history of American politics—had led up to this moment.
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			Alexander Stephens was born in a quiet, rural part of Georgia in 1812. His mother died when he was a few months old; his father died when he was fourteen. The family didn’t have much money, but he inherited a slave named Ede. The orphaned Stephens buried himself in books. From an early age, he memorized speeches from the classical period and recited them out loud. A local patron marked him as a talented striver—a future preacher or teacher—and he was sent to nearby Franklin College, named for that striving, self-made founding father.[6]

			Stephens became a lawyer and settled in Crawfordville. With rolling green hills, winds that rustled the trees, a jail, a tavern, and a couple of churches, the town was a small outpost of the American Republic. The economy was anchored in agriculture and the booming export of cotton to the Old World, cotton that grew well in the red Georgia soil and was picked by slaves.

			Stephens had a restless ambition and entered politics, a vehicle for upward social mobility if you were a country lawyer. In his first campaign for local office, he was attacked as an abolitionist, a falsehood that he strenuously denied. The charge was rooted in Stephens’s failure to support the formation of a local vigilance committee, one of many such committees emerging across the South to keep out abolitionist literature from the North—literature like David Walker’s Appeal. A member of the Whig party, Stephens was a conservative, wary of the executive authority wielded by Andrew Jackson. What if that power fell into the hands of someone hostile to slavery?

			After serving in the Georgia legislature, Stephens was elected to Congress in 1843.[7] A few years later, the Mexican–American War broke out when the United States annexed Texas and fought for territorial expansion, taking vast swaths of the North American continent from Mexico. Stephens excoriated the Democratic president, James Polk, for exceeding his powers in the conduct of the war. After Stephens delivered a blistering denunciation of Polk, his fellow Whig, Congressman Abraham Lincoln, praised the speech, saying “my old withered eyes are full of tears.”[8] Yet Lincoln and Stephens had different concerns. The United States now controlled territory from the Rio Grande up to Oregon. Lincoln worried this could be a pretext to extend slavery; Stephens worried that it could diminish the power of the South to sustain slavery while empowering the federal government.

			The Wilmot Proviso, introduced in 1847, aimed to prohibit slavery in any territory acquired from Mexico. Stephens rose in opposition, arguing that the Constitution left such questions to the states and territories themselves. While this principle wouldn’t stop the admission of non-slave states, it could fortify the principle that slavery was a matter for the states, rather than Congress and the federal government, to determine. To Stephens, the objective was to protect the economic imperative of slavery and a Southern way of life rooted in white supremacy. That’s what “states’ rights” was about.

			The most prominent Southern politician of the day, Senator John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, saw this clearly. In his own opposition to the Mexican–American War, Calhoun recoiled at annexing territory that could turn the United States into a multiracial democracy. In words that anticipated Stephens’s in Savannah, Calhoun said “we have never dreamt of incorporating into our Union any but the Caucasian race—the free white race…To incorporate Mexico, would be the very first instance of the kind of incorporating an Indian race; for more than half of the Mexicans are Indians, and the other is composed chiefly of mixed tribes. I protest against such a union as that! Ours, sir, is the Government of a white race.”[9]

			In 1850, Stephens supported the compromise put forward by his fellow Whig Henry Clay: Slavery would continue in Washington, D.C., but the slave trade there would be abolished; California would be admitted as a free state, while other land claimed from Mexico would be divided into territories that would decide for themselves whether to permit slavery; the Fugitive Slave Act would be strengthened. Even as he conceded the admission of new free states to the union, the compromise protected Stephens’s core principle: Under the Constitution, slavery was a recognized institution whose future was up to the states, not the federal government.[10]

			For the rest of the decade, Stephens clung to that principle as events drove the nation toward civil war. Violent clashes broke out between pro- and anti-slavery factions in the territory of Kansas. Congress deadlocked repeatedly over selecting a Speaker of the House. Political parties fractured along regional lines. The obligations on Northerners to return fugitive slaves—reinforced by the Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision—enflamed opinion in the North. The radicalism of abolitionists, embodied in John Brown’s attempt to spark a slave rebellion at Harpers Ferry, enflamed Southern fears. Politicians like Stephens groped for ways to protect both slavery and the union, but Abraham Lincoln’s admonition proved prescient: A house divided against itself could not stand.

			While Stephens maintained his reputation as a moderate because he did not press for secession, his attitude toward slavery was uncompromising. He sometimes suggested that he was “no defender of slavery in the abstract,” but argued that it was necessary when whites and Blacks “were blended together in the same proportion.”[11] In 1856, he summarized the linkage between slavery and white supremacy: “In the social and political system of the South, the negro is assigned to that subordinate position for which he is fitted by the laws of nature.”[12]

			Where Maria Stewart invoked a righteous God to foresee the punishment of a slaveholding society, Stephens invoked Scripture to sanctify supremacy—casting white Southerners as a chosen people and slavery as their covenant. He and other Southerners cited stories from the Old Testament, for instance linking the African race to the descendants of Canaan: Cursed be Canaan; A servant of servants shall he be unto his brethren. In this way, white Southerners connected their own story to a certain American exceptionalism: They were a chosen people living in a city upon a hill, where they were doing God’s will.
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			In 1860, Abraham Lincoln was elected upon a Republican Party platform opposing the expansion of slavery. This lit the spark of secession, which caught fire across the South. Once again, Alexander Stephens—newly retired from Congress—argued that slavery was best protected by the Constitution, which had given the South the “three-fifths of a person” compromise and the Fugitive Slave Act. Lincoln wrote opportunistically to his old colleague, assuring him that he had no intention of interfering with slavery in the Southern states. There was, he said, one difference between them: “You think slavery is right, and ought to be extended, while we think it is wrong and ought to be restricted.”[13]

			In one of his final arguments against secession, Stephens pointed out that Lincoln had yet to violate the Constitution. “If the Republic is to go down,” he argued, “let us be found to the last moment standing on the deck with the Constitution of the United States waving over our heads. Let the fanatics of the North break down the Constitution.”[14] Ironically, his words proved that the cause of “states’ rights” which the secessionists invoked was bogus. No states’ rights had been violated. What the South could not abide was a growing republic in which slave-owning was confined to a shrinking minority and opposed by leaders in Washington.

			Despite his misgivings, Stephens did not try to build a coalition against secession. Had he campaigned against it, secessionists might have lost in Georgia, where they narrowly won the referendum.[15] Yet within a matter of weeks, Stephens was representing Georgia in Montgomery. While he had opposed secession, that idea articulated by Calhoun—a government of a white race—was entirely consistent with the views that Stephens had expressed throughout his career. And it was the idea that animated him as he extolled the virtues of the Confederate Constitution to that raucous crowd in Savannah. Both the speaker and the audience sensed that they were living a pivotal moment in history.

			Alexander Stephens 
The Cornerstone Speech

			March 21, 1861

			Savannah, Georgia

			I was remarking that we are passing through one of the greatest revolutions in the annals of the world. Seven States have within the last three months thrown off an old government and formed a new. This revolution has been signally marked, up to this time, by the fact of its having been accomplished without the loss of a single drop of blood.

			This new constitution, or form of government, constitutes the subject to which your attention will be partly invited. In reference to it, I make this first general remark: it amply secures all our ancient rights, franchises, and liberties. All the great principles of Magna Carta are retained in it. No citizen is deprived of life, liberty, or property, but by the judgment of his peers under the laws of the land. The great principle of religious liberty, which was the honor and pride of the old constitution, is still maintained and secured. All the essentials of the old constitution, which have endeared it to the hearts of the American people, have been preserved and perpetuated. Some changes have been made. Some of these I should have preferred not to have seen made; but other important changes do meet my cordial approbation. They form great improvements upon the old constitution. So, taking the whole new constitution, I have no hesitancy in giving it as my judgment that it is decidedly better than the old.

			Allow me briefly to allude to some of these improvements. The question of building up class interests, or fostering one branch of industry to the prejudice of another under the exercise of the revenue power, which gave us so much trouble under the old constitution, is put at rest forever under the new. We allow the imposition of no duty with a view of giving advantage to one class of persons, in any trade or business, over those of another. All, under our system, stand upon the same broad principles of perfect equality. Honest labor and enterprise are left free and unrestricted in whatever pursuit they may be engaged. This old thorn of the tariff, which was the cause of so much irritation in the old body politic, is removed forever from the new.

			Again, the subject of internal improvements, under the power of Congress to regulate commerce, is put at rest under our system. The power, claimed by construction under the old constitution, was at least a doubtful one; it rested solely upon construction. We of the South, generally apart from considerations of constitutional principles, opposed its exercise upon grounds of its inexpediency and injustice. Notwithstanding this opposition, millions of money, from the common treasury, had been drawn for such purposes. Our opposition sprang from no hostility to commerce, or to all necessary aids for facilitating it. With us it was simply a question upon whom the burden should fall. In Georgia, for instance, we have done as much for the cause of internal improvements as any other portion of the country, according to population and means. We have stretched out lines of railroads from the seaboard to the mountains; dug down the hills, and filled up the valleys at a cost of not less than $25,000,000. All this was done to open an outlet for our products of the interior, and those to the west of us, to reach the marts of the world. No State was in greater need of such facilities than Georgia, but we did not ask that these works should be made by appropriations out of the common treasury. The cost of the grading, the superstructure, and the equipment of our roads was borne by those who had entered into the enterprise. Nay, more not only the cost of the iron, no small item in the aggregate cost, was borne in the same way, but we were compelled to pay into the common treasury several millions of dollars for the privilege of importing the iron, after the price was paid for it abroad. What justice was there in taking this money, which our people paid into the common treasury on the importation of our iron, and applying it to the improvement of rivers and harbors elsewhere? The true principle is to subject the commerce of every locality, to whatever burdens may be necessary to facilitate it. If Charleston harbor needs improvement, let the commerce of Charleston bear the burden. If the mouth of the Savannah river has to be cleared out, let the sea-going navigation which is benefited by it, bear the burden. So with the mouths of the Alabama and Mississippi river. Just as the products of the interior, our cotton, wheat, corn, and other articles, have to bear the necessary rates of freight over our railroads to reach the seas. This is again the broad principle of perfect equality and justice, and it is especially set forth and established in our new constitution.

			Another feature to which I will allude is that the new constitution provides that cabinet ministers and heads of departments may have the privilege of seats upon the floor of the Senate and House of Representatives and may have the right to participate in the debates and discussions upon the various subjects of administration. I should have preferred that this provision should have gone further, and required the President to select his constitutional advisers from the Senate and House of Representatives. That would have conformed entirely to the practice in the British Parliament, which, in my judgment, is one of the wisest provisions in the British constitution. It is the only feature that saves that government. It is that which gives it stability in its facility to change its administration. Ours, as it is, is a great approximation to the right principle.

			Under the old constitution, a secretary of the treasury for instance, had no opportunity, save by his annual reports, of presenting any scheme or plan of finance or other matter. He had no opportunity of explaining, expounding, enforcing, or defending his views of policy; his only resort was through the medium of an organ. In the British parliament, the premier brings in his budget and stands before the nation responsible for its every item. If it is indefensible, he falls before the attacks upon it, as he ought to. This will now be the case to a limited extent under our system. In the new constitution, provision has been made by which our heads of departments can speak for themselves and the administration, in behalf of its entire policy, without resorting to the indirect and highly objectionable medium of a newspaper. It is to be greatly hoped that under our system we shall never have what is known as a government organ.

			Another change in the constitution relates to the length of the tenure of the presidential office. In the new constitution it is six years instead of four, and the President rendered ineligible for a re-election. This is certainly a decidedly conservative change. It will remove from the incumbent all temptation to use his office or exert the powers confided to him for any objects of personal ambition. The only incentive to that higher ambition which should move and actuate one holding such high trusts in his hands, will be the good of the people, the advancement, prosperity, happiness, safety, honor, and true glory of the confederacy.[16]

			

			—

			Stephens was there to explain why the new Constitution was “decidedly better” than the old one. Yet he had not yet lived up to his opening assertion that the founding of the Confederacy represented one of “the greatest revolutions in the annals of the world.” The list of issues that followed his boast sounded more like a Southern mid-nineteenth-century legislative agenda than revolutionary change: The Confederacy would do away with federal tariffs, reduce the federal power to regulate commerce and funding for construction, allow cabinet members to participate in congressional debates, and create a single six-year term for the presidency.

			These were popular reforms—not because they advanced any noble principle, but because they weakened the federal government and preserved the economic dominance of the plantation South. However, they sound more like something a congressman would campaign on than a cause for secession. As a speaker, though, Stephens drew upon two of his former vocations: schoolteacher and lawyer. He built credibility with the crowd by bringing them into the details of politics, explaining what he and his fellow Confederates did in Montgomery and why they did it. He was working his way up to the heart of his argument, the reason why the formation of the Confederacy truly did represent one of “the greatest revolutions in the annals of the world.”

			But not to be tedious in enumerating the numerous changes for the better, allow me to allude to one other though last, not least. The new constitution has put at rest, forever, all the agitating questions relating to our peculiar institution [of] African slavery as it exists amongst us [and] the proper status of the negro in our form of civilization. This was the immediate cause of the late rupture and present revolution. Jefferson in his forecast, had anticipated this, as the “rock upon which the old Union would split.” He was right. What was conjecture with him, is now a realized fact. But whether he fully comprehended the great truth upon which that rock stood and stands, may be doubted. The prevailing ideas entertained by him and most of the leading statesmen at the time of the formation of the old constitution, were that the enslavement of the African was in violation of the laws of nature; that it was wrong in principle, socially, morally, and politically. It was an evil they knew not well how to deal with, but the general opinion of the men of that day was that, somehow or other in the order of Providence, the institution would be evanescent and pass away. This idea, though not incorporated in the constitution, was the prevailing idea at that time. The constitution, it is true, secured every essential guarantee to the institution while it should last, and hence no argument can be justly urged against the constitutional guarantees thus secured, because of the common sentiment of the day. Those ideas, however, were fundamentally wrong. They rested upon the assumption of the equality of races. This was an error. It was a sandy foundation, and the government built upon it fell when the “storm came and the wind blew.”

			Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea; its foundations are laid, its corner-stone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery subordination to the superior race is his natural and normal condition. This, our new government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth. This truth has been slow in the process of its development, like all other truths in the various departments of science. It has been so even amongst us. Many who hear me, perhaps, can recollect well, that this truth was not generally admitted, even within their day. The errors of the past generation still clung to many as late as twenty years ago. Those at the North, who still cling to these errors, with a zeal above knowledge, we justly denominate fanatics. All fanaticism springs from an aberration of the mind from a defect in reasoning. It is a species of insanity. One of the most striking characteristics of insanity, in many instances, is forming correct conclusions from fancied or erroneous premises; so with the anti-slavery fanatics. Their conclusions are right if their premises were. They assume that the negro is equal, and hence conclude that he is entitled to equal privileges and rights with the white man. If their premises were correct, their conclusions would be logical and just but their premise being wrong, their whole argument fails. I recollect once of having heard a gentleman from one of the northern States, of great power and ability, announce in the House of Representatives, with imposing effect, that we of the South would be compelled, ultimately, to yield upon this subject of slavery, that it was as impossible to war successfully against a principle in politics, as it was in physics or mechanics. That the principle would ultimately prevail. That we, in maintaining slavery as it exists with us, were warring against a principle, a principle founded in nature, the principle of the equality of men. The reply I made to him was, that upon his own grounds, we should, ultimately, succeed, and that he and his associates, in this crusade against our institutions, would ultimately fail. The truth announced, that it was as impossible to war successfully against a principle in politics as it was in physics and mechanics, I admitted; but told him that it was he, and those acting with him, who were warring against a principle. They were attempting to make things equal which the Creator had made unequal.

			In the conflict thus far, success has been on our side, complete throughout the length and breadth of the Confederate States. It is upon this, as I have stated, our social fabric is firmly planted; and I cannot permit myself to doubt the ultimate success of a full recognition of this principle throughout the civilized and enlightened world.

			As I have stated, the truth of this principle may be slow in development, as all truths are and ever have been, in the various branches of science. It was so with the principles announced by Galileo [and] it was so with Adam Smith and his principles of political economy. It was so with Harvey, and his theory of the circulation of the blood. It is stated that not a single one of the medical profession, living at the time of the announcement of the truths made by him, admitted them. Now, they are universally acknowledged. May we not, therefore, look with confidence to the ultimate universal acknowledgment of the truths upon which our system rests? It is the first government ever instituted upon the principles in strict conformity to nature, and the ordination of Providence, in furnishing the materials of human society. Many governments have been founded upon the principle of the subordination and serfdom of certain classes of the same race; such were and are in violation of the laws of nature. Our system commits no such violation of nature’s laws. With us, all of the white race, however high or low, rich or poor, are equal in the eye of the law. Not so with the negro. Subordination is his place. He, by nature, or by the curse against Canaan, is fitted for that condition which he occupies in our system. The architect, in the construction of buildings, lays the foundation with the proper material—the granite; then comes the brick or the marble. The substratum of our society is made of the material fitted by nature for it, and by experience we know that it is best, not only for the superior, but for the inferior race, that it should be so. It is, indeed, in conformity with the ordinance of the Creator. It is not for us to inquire into the wisdom of His ordinances, or to question them. For His own purposes, He has made one race to differ from another, as He has made “one star to differ from another star in glory.” The great objects of humanity are best attained when there is conformity to His laws and decrees, in the formation of governments as well as in all things else. Our confederacy is founded upon principles in strict conformity with these laws. This stone which was rejected by the first builders “is become the chief of the corner” the real “corner-stone” in our new edifice. I have been asked, what of the future? It has been apprehended by some that we would have arrayed against us the civilized world. I care not who or how many they may be against us, when we stand upon the eternal principles of truth, if we are true to ourselves and the principles for which we contend, we are obliged to, and must triumph.

			Thousands of people who begin to understand these truths are not yet completely out of the shell; they do not see them in their length and breadth. We hear much of the civilization and Christianization of the barbarous tribes of Africa. In my judgment, those ends will never be attained, but by first teaching them the lesson taught to Adam, that “in the sweat of his brow he should eat his bread,” and teaching them to work, and feed, and clothe themselves.

			But to pass on: Some have propounded the inquiry whether it is practicable for us to go on with the confederacy without further accessions? Have we the means and ability to maintain nationality among the powers of the earth? On this point I would barely say, that as anxiously as we all have been, and are, for the border States, with institutions similar to ours, to join us, still we are abundantly able to maintain our position, even if they should ultimately make up their minds not to cast their destiny with us. That they ultimately will join us be compelled to do it is my confident belief; but we can get on very well without them, even if they should not.

			We have all the essential elements of a high national career. The idea has been given out at the North, and even in the border States, that we are too small and too weak to maintain a separate nationality. This is a great mistake. In extent of territory we embrace five hundred and sixty-four thousand square miles and upward. This is upward of two hundred thousand square miles more than was included within the limits of the original thirteen States. It is an area of country more than double the territory of France or the Austrian empire. France, in round numbers, has but two hundred and twelve thousand square miles. Austria, in round numbers, has two hundred and forty-eight thousand square miles. Ours is greater than both combined. It is greater than all France, Spain, Portugal, and Great Britain, including England, Ireland, and Scotland, together. In population we have upward of five millions, according to the census of 1860; this includes white and black. The entire population, including white and black, of the original thirteen States, was less than four millions in 1790, and still less in 76, when the independence of our fathers was achieved. If they, with a less population, dared maintain their independence against the greatest power on earth, shall we have any apprehension of maintaining ours now?

			In point of material wealth and resources, we are greatly in advance of them. The taxable property of the Confederate States cannot be less than twenty-two hundred millions of dollars! This, I think I venture but little in saying, may be considered as five times more than the colonies possessed at the time they achieved their independence. Georgia, alone, possessed last year, according to the report of our comptroller-general, six hundred and seventy-two millions of taxable property. The debts of the seven confederate States sum up in the aggregate less than eighteen millions, while the existing debts of the other of the late United States sum up in the aggregate the enormous amount of one hundred and seventy-four millions of dollars. This is without taking into account the heavy city debts, corporation debts, and railroad debts, which press, and will continue to press, as a heavy incubus upon the resources of those States. These debts, added to others, make a sum total not much under five hundred millions of dollars. With such an area of territory as we have—with such an amount of population—with a climate and soil unsurpassed by any on the face of the earth—with such resources already at our command—with productions which control the commerce of the world—who can entertain any apprehensions as to our ability to succeed, whether others join us or not?

			It is true, I believe I state but the common sentiment, when I declare my earnest desire that the border States should join us. The differences of opinion that existed among us anterior to secession, related more to the policy in securing that result by co-operation than from any difference upon the ultimate security we all looked to in common.

			These differences of opinion were more in reference to policy than principle, and as Mr. Jefferson said in his inaugural, in 1801, after the heated contest preceding his election, that there might be differences of opinion without differences on principle, and that all, to some extent, had been Federalists and all Republicans; so it may now be said of us, that whatever differences of opinion as to the best policy in having a co-operation with our border sister slave States, if the worst came to the worst, that as we were all co-operationists, we are now all for independence, whether they come or not.

			In this connection I take this occasion to state, that I was not without grave and serious apprehensions, that if the worst came to the worst, and cutting loose from the old government should be the only remedy for our safety and security, it would be attended with much more serious ills than it has been as yet. Thus far we have seen none of those incidents which usually attend revolutions. No such material as such convulsions usually throw up has been seen. Wisdom, prudence, and patriotism, have marked every step of our progress thus far. This augurs well for the future, and it is a matter of sincere gratification to me, that I am enabled to make the declaration. Of the men I met in the Congress at Montgomery, I may be pardoned for saying this, an abler, wiser, a more conservative, deliberate, determined, resolute, and patriotic body of men, I never met in my life. Their works speak for them; the provisional government speaks for them; the constitution of the permanent government will be a lasting monument of their worth, merit, and statesmanship.[17]

			

			—

			Stephens had reached the heart of the matter. “The new constitution has put at rest, forever,” he said, “all the agitating questions relating to our peculiar institution [of] African slavery as it exists amongst us [and] the proper status of the negro in our form of civilization. This was the immediate cause of the late rupture and present revolution.” There was no veiling of slavery in the context of economic anxiety, federal overreach, or states’ rights. Slavery was the cause for the Confederacy; the “proper status of the negro in our form of civilization” was the thing to be protected.

			How does one defend something so indefensible, an institution that plainly contradicted the “self-evident” truth that all men are created equal? There were different options available for Southern politicians. Slavery was a necessary evil, the basis of the Southern economy. Slavery was essential to a more rural, agricultural, and traditional form of society than the crowded, dirty, and decadent ways of Northern cities. The abolition of slavery would leave Southern states disadvantaged compared to the more populated and industrialized North.

			Those were all credible arguments for Stephens to offer his audience, but they were implicitly defensive. Instead, he presented the Confederacy as part of a progressive narrative. It was the Confederacy that carried on the Enlightenment tradition that inspired America’s founding generation. It was the Confederacy that was the inheritor of the Western story of progress. It did so precisely because it rejected the belief of certain founding fathers that slavery was an evil that would fade away over time. “Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea,” Stephens declared. With those words, Stephens pivoted to offense, resolving compromises that guided America’s founding in the Confederacy’s favor. Consider the words carefully:

			
				Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea. Its foundations are laid, its corner-stone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery subordination to the superior race is his natural and normal condition. This, our new government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth.

			

			Physical. Philosophical. Moral. These were not matters of policy or economy. They were matters of truth, or so Stephens claimed. He was telling his audience to be proud of their racism, to embrace white supremacy as the ultimate expression of human progress.

			Stephens, the former schoolteacher and studious politician, then cast white supremacy as a truth arrived at through experimentation. “This truth has been slow in the process of its development,” he said, “like all other truths in the various departments of science.” Casting himself—and, by extension, his audience—as learned innovators rather than racist extremists, he compared the Confederacy’s system of white supremacy to the innovations made by Galileo, Adam Smith, and William Harvey. He was not confessing a flaw; he was announcing a discovery! A discovery he compared to the orbit of planets, the invisible hand of markets, the circulation of blood. No, slavery wasn’t dying; on the contrary, the Confederacy was at the vanguard of an age when slavery would spread “throughout the civilized and enlightened world.”

			This was a far more potent way to motivate an audience than doing away with tariffs or reorganizing the government. This was about identity. Stephens cast the Confederacy as the nation which correctly revised the compromises made in the American Constitution. That revision was codified by men like him who he described in terms once reserved for America’s founding fathers: “an abler, wiser, a more conservative, deliberate, determined, resolute, and patriotic body of men, I never met in my life.” By contrast, the Northerners were “fanatics” because they weren’t racist enough. “They assume that the negro is equal,” Stephens said with disdain, “and hence conclude that he is entitled to equal privileges and rights with the white man.” Consider his certitude about such a gross injustice and moral atrocity.

			Stephens buttressed his argument by enlisting a higher power. Americans were religious. They thought of themselves as a chosen people in a promised land. To Stephens, Northerners were acting in opposition to that exceptionalism by opposing God’s will. “They were,” Stephens argued, “attempting to make things equal which the Creator had made unequal.” As for Black people, they should be thankful for slavery. Stephens cast himself as a benign master—a man who cared for his slaves and showed them the value of hard work. Once again, he audaciously claimed a moral high ground for slaveowners over abolitionists. “We hear much of the civilization and Christianization of the barbarous tribes of Africa,” he said. “In my judgment, those ends will never be attained, but by first teaching them the lesson taught to Adam, that ‘in the sweat of his brow he should eat his bread,’ and teaching them to work, and feed, and clothe themselves.” In other words: Through slavery, Blacks might just learn something.

			Stephens was trying to unite the white people of the South. After all, poor whites who owned no slaves were about to be enlisted to fight on behalf of rich whites who owned plantations. Stephens was arguing that they were all fighting for a shared principle. On this matter, he spoke words that would crackle across countless Civil War battlefields and echo through the history of segregation, lynching, social codes, eugenics, unequal justice, discriminatory policing, underfunded schools, ghettoized neighborhoods, conspiracy theories, dog whistles, anti-DEI initiatives, and endless fearmongering. He looked out at an audience that included white people who had no objective basis to believe that they were any better, any more human, than the slave who toiled down the road, and said: “With us, all of the white race, however high or low, rich or poor, are equal in the eye of the law. Not so with the negro. Subordination is his place.”

			In the South, it didn’t matter how low you were: If you were white, you were better than someone else. It must have been an attractive idea to Alexander Stephens. Born relatively poor and sickly in a forgotten corner of Georgia, small in stature, physically dependent upon his slaves, very much alone in the world, he could take for granted that his whiteness made him superior; he could feel that his discovery and codification of that fact made him a great man like the great men he read about in books. Stephens believed that this notion would appeal to working-class white people in the North as well, who might feel better about their place in society if they were part of a racial ruling class. That’s what the Confederacy’s cornerstone was all about, and it has always been stubbornly wedged into the foundation of the United States.

			Stephens then defended the viability of the Confederacy as a nation. He boasted of the new nation’s physical size and economic output, but left unsaid was the absence of manufacturing and diverse industry: The Confederacy’s riches depended upon slaves and the bounty they harvested. The audience for these arguments, Stephens made clear, was not just in the room: It was those “border states” who retained the institution of slavery but remained in the Union. Join us, Stephens was arguing. He ended by addressing the cloud over the dawn of this new nation: the prospect of Civil War.

			But to return to the question of the future. What is to be the result of this revolution?

			Will every thing, commenced so well, continue as it has begun? In reply to this anxious inquiry, I can only say it all depends upon ourselves. A young man starting out in life on his majority, with health, talent, and ability, under a favoring Providence, may be said to be the architect of his own fortunes. His destinies are in his own hands. He may make for himself a name, of honor or dishonor, according to his own acts. If he plants himself upon truth, integrity, honor and uprightness, with industry, patience and energy, he cannot fail of success. So it is with us. We are a young republic, just entering upon the arena of nations; we will be the architects of our own fortunes. Our destiny, under Providence, is in our own hands. With wisdom, prudence, and statesmanship on the part of our public men, and intelligence, virtue and patriotism on the part of the people, success, to the full measures of our most sanguine hopes, may be looked for. But if unwise counsels prevail if we become divided, if schisms arise, if dissentions spring up, if factions are engendered, if party spirit, nourished by unholy personal ambition shall rear its hydra head, I have no good to prophesy for you. Without intelligence, virtue, integrity, and patriotism on the part of the people, no republic or representative government can be durable or stable.

			We have intelligence, and virtue, and patriotism. All that is required is to cultivate and perpetuate these. Intelligence will not do without virtue. France was a nation of philosophers. These philosophers became Jacobins. They lacked that virtue, that devotion to moral principle, and that patriotism which is essential to good government Organized upon principles of perfect justice and right-seeking amity and friendship with all other powers—I see no obstacle in the way of our upward and onward progress. Our growth, by accessions from other States, will depend greatly upon whether we present to the world, as I trust we shall, a better government than that to which neighboring States belong. If we do this, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas cannot hesitate long; neither can Virginia, Kentucky, and Missouri. They will necessarily gravitate to us by an imperious law. We made ample provision in our constitution for the admission of other States; it is more guarded, and wisely so, I think, than the old constitution on the same subject, but not too guarded to receive them as fast as it may be proper. Looking to the distant future, and, perhaps, not very far distant either, it is not beyond the range of possibility, and even probability, that all the great States of the north-west will gravitate this way, as well as Tennessee, Kentucky, Missouri, Arkansas, etc. Should they do so, our doors are wide enough to receive them, but not until they are ready to assimilate with us in principle.

			The process of disintegration in the old Union may be expected to go on with almost absolute certainty if we pursue the right course. We are now the nucleus of a growing power which, if we are true to ourselves, our destiny, and high mission, will become the controlling power on this continent. To what extent accessions will go on in the process of time, or where it will end, the future will determine. So far as it concerns States of the old Union, this process will be upon no such principles of reconstruction as now spoken of, but upon reorganization and new assimilation. Such are some of the glimpses of the future as I catch them.

			But at first we must necessarily meet with the inconveniences and difficulties and embarrassments incident to all changes of government. These will be felt in our postal affairs and changes in the channel of trade. These inconveniences, it is to be hoped, will be but temporary, and must be borne with patience and forbearance.

			As to whether we shall have war with our late confederates, or whether all matters of differences between us shall be amicably settled, I can only say that the prospect for a peaceful adjustment is better, so far as I am informed, than it has been. The prospect of war is, at least, not so threatening as it has been. The idea of coercion, shadowed forth in President Lincoln’s inaugural, seems not to be followed up thus far so vigorously as was expected. Fort Sumter, it is believed, will soon be evacuated. What course will be pursued toward Fort Pickens, and the other forts on the gulf, is not so well understood. It is to be greatly desired that all of them should be surrendered. Our object is peace, not only with the North, but with the world. All matters relating to the public property, public liabilities of the Union when we were members of it, we are ready and willing to adjust and settle upon the principles of right, equity, and good faith. War can be of no more benefit to the North than to us. Whether the intention of evacuating Fort Sumter is to be received as an evidence of a desire for a peaceful solution of our difficulties with the United States, or the result of necessity, I will not undertake to say. I would fain hope the former. Rumors are afloat, however, that it is the result of necessity. All I can say to you, therefore, on that point is, keep your armor bright and your powder dry.

			The surest way to secure peace, is to show your ability to maintain your rights. The principles and position of the present administration of the United States—the republican party—present some puzzling questions. While it is a fixed principle with them never to allow the increase of a foot of slave territory, they seem to be equally determined not to part with an inch “of the accursed soil.” Notwithstanding their clamor against the institution, they seemed to be equally opposed to getting more, or letting go what they have got. They were ready to fight on the accession of Texas, and are equally ready to fight now on her secession. Why is this? How can this strange paradox be accounted for? There seems to be but one rational solution and that is, notwithstanding their professions of humanity, they are disinclined to give up the benefits they derive from slave labor. Their philanthropy yields to their interest. The idea of enforcing the laws, has but one object, and that is a collection of the taxes, raised by slave labor to swell the fund necessary to meet their heavy appropriations. The spoils is what they are after though they come from the labor of the slave.

			That as the admission of States by Congress under the constitution was an act of legislation, and in the nature of a contract or compact between the States admitted and the others admitting, why should not this contract or compact be regarded as of like character with all other civil contracts liable to be rescinded by mutual agreement of both parties? The seceding States have rescinded it on their part, they have resumed their sovereignty. Why cannot the whole question be settled, if the north desire peace, simply by the Congress, in both branches, with the concurrence of the President, giving their consent to the separation, and a recognition of our independence?[18]

			

			—

			Stephens could not credibly argue that the Confederacy, as it was constituted, could prevail in a military conflict with the Union. Instead, he appealed to the remaining slave states to join the Confederacy as the nation which would ultimately become “the controlling power on this continent.” The scale of that ambition seemed to make civil war inevitable. So, his concluding argument that the Union simply let the slave states go peacefully reads less as a serious proposal than as a preemptive alibi for the bloodshed to come.

			Stephens likely understood this, just as he likely understood that he was going further than other politicians in making the argument for Confederate nationhood expressly about slavery. But there was a logic to his message. Stephens was telling the version of truth that many white Southerners believed: a truth that allowed them to be the rightful heirs of America’s founding, virtuous soldiers for God’s will, and united—rich or poor—in their exalted status as white people. Stephens knew that to weather the storms and sacrifices to come, the Confederacy’s cause had to be about big things, and what could be bigger than casting your nation as a great leap forward for human progress?

			The importance of Stephens’s speech was immediately apparent. The Savannah Republican reprinted it two days later, on March 23, to be followed by more than two hundred newspapers around the world. Governments in Europe, including Britain and France, whose recognition the Confederacy sought, distanced themselves from its message.[19] In America, the die was cast. As Stephens predicted, several states, including Virginia, soon joined the Confederacy. Just a few weeks later, on April 12, 1861, the first guns of the American Civil War opened fire on Fort Sumter.
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			On May 25, 1865, a detachment of the Fourth Iowa Cavalry marched through the streets of Crawfordville, Georgia, and arrested Alexander Stephens at his home, which he’d named Liberty Hall. He was imprisoned for a few months at Fort Warren, a federal prison in Boston Harbor, a stone’s throw from where David Walker once smuggled his abolitionist pamphlets down South.[20] Stephens read books, wrote letters, and received visitors. Rather than revisit his own views, he revised the history that he had been a part of, becoming one of the original authors of the biggest lie in American history: the myth of the Lost Cause, which emerged not just as natural grief or trauma among the people of the South, but also as a deliberate political strategy.

			In 1868, Stephens published a best-selling, two-volume history of the Civil War entitled A Constitutional View of the Late War Between the States. The book recast the conflict as a dispute over states’ rights. Slavery was diminished as a cause and cast as an institution that sought to civilize and Christianize Black people. Southerners were merely trying to defend their land and their interpretation of the law. Abolition was drained of its moral dimensions, as Lincoln was portrayed as freeing the slaves solely to gain a wartime advantage. These arguments, which Stephens made in numerous books and speeches for the rest of his life, turned the South into romantic underdogs fighting to preserve their sovereignty against a Northern aggressor. The talk of the physical, philosophical, and moral truth of white supremacy is veiled under legalistic arguments, a sense of Southern honor upheld, and a return to the language of “states’ rights.”[21]

			Stephens hadn’t changed his pre-war views; he’d simply changed the packaging. He knew that the Cornerstone Speech offered inconvenient proof that the Confederacy was about something bigger than a battle over the distribution of state and federal authority. He claimed he was misquoted but didn’t detail how. Meanwhile, his views didn’t change. He opposed giving Black Americans the right to vote, as mandated under Reconstruction. In 1867, he told the journalist George Alfred Townsend: “If the negroes in the South were given suffrage, the whole of the Southern States would recur to a wilderness, and everybody would move out of it.”[22] By the summer of 1868, the Ku Klux Klan had begun a campaign of terror to beat, intimidate, and kill Black people and their white supporters across the South. Stephens defended KKK members who shot and killed George Ashburn, an organizer of Black voters. His argument? That the Klansmen had only meant to tar and feather Ashburn.[23]

			By 1873, Stephens was back in the United States Congress, less than a decade after he helped lead a violent insurrection against the US government. The nation’s leadership was tiring of Reconstruction; many white voters were put off by “radical” Republicans focused on issues like Black equality rather than white economic concerns. Stephens retained friendly relations with many white politicians in the North who were willing to overlook insurrection for the sake of moving on, with no regard for Black safety or rights. Occasionally, Stephens was confronted by one of those radical Republicans outraged by the presence of the man who delivered the Cornerstone Speech in the US Congress. But Stephens spent nearly another decade in the House, mounting arguments against civil-rights legislation and for states’ rights. By 1883, he was Georgia’s governor when his broken-down body finally succumbed to illness.[24]
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			Stephens died at Liberty Hall, a two-story, cream-colored house in Crawfordville with handsome green shutters and a shady front porch. The house was surrounded by orchards and fields tended by former slaves who continued to work for Stephens after emancipation. In the years after his death, Liberty Hall became something of a shrine to the Lost Cause. In 1893, a towering statue of Stephens was dedicated in front of the house in a ceremony attended by some two thousand people.[25]

			This was part of a broader trend. By the early twentieth century, statues of Confederate soldiers and politicians filled the town squares of Southern states. In 1909, in the US Capitol’s Statuary Hall—a kind of national Hall of Fame where each state could erect two statues—Robert E. Lee became the first Confederate to be commemorated. After World War I, the Daughters of the Confederacy raised money to produce a marble statue of Stephens, with support from the KKK. The statue was dedicated in Statuary Hall on December 8, 1927. The US Congress paid tribute to Stephens’s “distinguished humanitarian service.”[26] In 1935, Liberty Hall became the entry point to an enormous state park named after Stephens. For decades, the park would be for the use of whites only.[27]

			Meanwhile, Stephens’s words continued to shape the American experience, as his legal, physical, and moral justifications for white supremacy continued to find new packaging. The late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century commemoration of the Confederacy paralleled the institutionalization of segregation and the systematic exclusion of Blacks from elected office or other positions of societal power. Textbooks across the United States elevated states’ rights as the trigger for the Civil War, downgrading slavery as a cause while repackaging its white supremacy in Jim Crow laws and the de facto segregation of the North. The Lost Cause became a rallying cry for the continued defense of a Southern way of life.

			Whereas Maria Stewart’s grave was dug up and her remains moved to facilitate a real estate development, Stephens lies under a monument of his likeness. This small and sickly man is portrayed standing tall and strong, gazing out toward the town. He is dressed neatly, with an open waistcoat, one hand resting near a stack of books. A white church is visible in the distance. Under his statue, the words on the plinth read: “The Great Commoner. The Defender of Civil and Religious Liberty.”[28] It is, one imagines, very much how Alexander Stephens would want to be remembered.
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				Abraham Lincoln: 
True and Righteous
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				“Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword as was said three thousand years ago so still it must be said ‘the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.’ ”

			

			1865

			One month before Abraham Lincoln’s second inauguration as President of the United States, he met in Hampton Roads, Virginia, with a contingent of Confederates led by Alexander Stephens. Stephens was a marginalized and aggrieved figure within the Confederacy, having challenged key decisions made by Jefferson Davis. Yet as the Confederacy suffered shattering losses on the battlefield, Stephens held out hope that the South could achieve some of its aims through negotiation; perhaps anticipating the futility of the endeavor, Davis signed off on the mission.

			As Commander of the Union Armies, Ulysses S. Grant gave Stephens safe passage across the front line. “I had always supposed that he was a very small man,” Grant remarked, “but when I saw him in the dusk of evening, I was very much surprised to find so large a man as he seemed to be.” It was an illusion. Stephens was wearing a large overcoat; his stature only became apparent when he took it off. When Lincoln heard about this encounter, he deployed his homespun humor. “Well,” he asked Grant, “didn’t you think it was the biggest shuck and the littlest ear that you ever did see?”[1]

			The meeting lasted three hours. Formerly fellow Whigs, Lincoln and Stephens talked over old times. A Black steward waited on them. Stephens proposed that North and South set aside their differences to mount a campaign against the French in Mexico. Lincoln’s conditions for ending the war were a united country and the end of slavery. He floated compromises on some matters, including the payment of compensation to Southern slaveholders. But this was still not a surrender that the Confederacy could accept.[2]

			The failure of the talks suited Lincoln’s preference for a conclusive victory. For four years, he had presided over more death and destruction than any US president before or since. The war had at times taken dark turns on the battlefield for the Union. Lincoln had been demonized by the South and vilified by critics in the North as a tyrant and a crude buffoon. As recently as August 23, 1864, he had written a private memorandum predicting his own electoral defeat less than three months before the voting: “This morning, as for some days past, it seems exceedingly probable that this administration will not be re-elected.”[3]

			Then the war rook a decisive turn. William Tecumseh Sherman’s army broke from their supply lines, routed Confederate forces, marched southeast, and conquered Atlanta by September 1864. Sherman’s March continued like God’s judgment across Georgia, a physical manifestation of all the jeremiads against slavery issued by abolitionists through the decades: His men burned structures, confiscated property, and lived off the land until they reached Savannah. Thousands of freed slaves joined the march, creating a moving city of soldiers and freedmen and displaced people, an American place that could only have existed in people’s wildest dreams or worst nightmares until that moment. There were mass desertions from Confederate armies, as soldiers sensed the futility of resistance and worried for loved ones back home. To Sherman’s north, Grant was grinding down Robert E. Lee’s forces in Virginia. Lincoln was reelected. The war had reshaped not just armies and maps, but the moral landscape of America. An end was in sight. So, too, was a new beginning.

			In his first term, Lincoln had made this success possible while remaking the presidency itself. A man who had never run anything bigger than a two-person law office had claimed awesome power. The government borrowed vast sums and established an income tax. Martial law was imposed, military tribunals prosecuted suspected collaborators, and some journalists were jailed. Firm civilian control of the military enabled Lincoln to rotate through commander after commander until he found Grant and Sherman, men who waged the kind of brutal and methodical campaigns required to win. The Emancipation Proclamation set nearly four million people free. Blacks were recruited into Union service, and more than one hundred and fifty thousand African Americans served in the Army. It was not the presidency that Lincoln had envisioned for himself when he was elected, but as with Sherman’s March, the existential nature of the war made things that were once unimaginable a reality. Surely, Lincoln thought, the hand of God was at work.

			If Lincoln’s first term was about saving the country, his second offered a chance to remake it. The 13th Amendment was passed at the end of January 1865, just days before the Hampton Roads conference, providing a bookend to the Confederate Constitution’s embrace of “negro slavery” as the cornerstone of their nation: “Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.” Abolition was no longer executive action: It was settled Constitutional law.[4] The compromises of the founding fathers were being resolved. A national government had asserted authority over the states. The “new birth of freedom” that Lincoln spoke about in his Gettysburg Address was underway.

			As Lincoln returned to Washington from Hampton Roads, he was about to defeat one of the largest slave societies in the history of the world. What kind of union would emerge from that righteous victory? What would happen to the millions of slaves now freed? Would the United States pursue true equality among all citizens, including the right to vote for Blacks? How would Confederate states be absorbed back into a self-governing union? Could former combatants who had spilled so much of one another’s blood live together as fellow citizens?

			Lincoln knew that the answers to those questions depended on how Americans chose to understand the apocalyptic events that they had just lived through. Everyone was touched by the war. One out of every eleven men of service age had died.[5] Many more Americans were wounded, widowed, or orphaned. Having experienced so much trauma and change, Americans were searching for meaning: What was it all about? Lincoln’s inaugural address would be his best opportunity to answer those questions, while giving his fractured nation a new sense of purpose. He set to work writing it himself, unlike his first inaugural address, which included suggestions from key advisors like Secretary of State William Seward.

			No matter what Lincoln chose to say on March 4, 1865, the alignment of the moment and the man suggested that the occasion would be historic. A politician who once promised only to prevent the spread of slavery had become the architect of its national extinction. A new presidential term was beginning; the war was ending. Lincoln would be speaking with the validation that comes with reelection, and powers that exceeded those of any previous American. The most important event in American history would be put into context by one of America’s finest orators. He finished the speech a few days ahead of the event. “Lots of wisdom in that document, I suspect,” he said to a visitor. “I will put it away here in this drawer until I need it.”[6]
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			On Inauguration Day, Abraham Lincoln left the White House dressed in a long, black, double-breasted suit made by Brooks Brothers. The lining of the suit featured an eagle holding streamers with a quote from Daniel Webster: “One country, one destiny.”[7] He carried steel-rimmed glasses and the text of his speech carefully divided into twenty-seven scraps for ease of reading.[8] Instead of riding with his wife in the inaugural carriage, he slipped out a few hours early to get some work done at his office in the Capitol, signing bills that had been passed by the outgoing session of Congress while the crowds gathered to watch him take the oath of office and deliver his speech outside.[9]

			The scene in Washington was unlike any before or since—a blend of brisk business, open wounds, celebratory moods, and the dystopia of late-stage civil war. The city’s population had swollen. This included some forty thousand freed slaves who lived in “Freedmen’s villages.” It also included thousands of wounded troops filling dozens of hospitals and makeshift barracks in hotels, churches, schools, and warehouses.[10] Brothels were doing brisk business, with estimates that some five thousand prostitutes were at work.[11] Soldiers patrolled the streets, including all-Black regiments, another unthinkable sight at the time of Lincoln’s first inauguration.[12] The recently finished Capitol dome towered over the city.

			It seems an act of providence that America’s greatest poet would cover this final inauguration of America’s greatest president. As Lincoln signed his bills inside the Capitol, Walt Whitman was outside reporting on the spectacle as a special correspondent for The New York Times.[13] Whitman, forty-five years old, had moved down to Washington from New York to be closer to the war. He lived in a rented room on M Street and spent many days visiting wounded soldiers, comforting them with conversation and simple gifts: tobacco, candy, newspapers, poems. He had watched men die in agonizing pain. He had passed by Lincoln on walks, to the point that the two men greeted each other. Whitman developed a deep affinity for the man whom he described as having a face “so awful ugly it becomes beautiful.”[14]

			On Inauguration Day, Whitman was preoccupied by the weather. It had been a stormy winter, an apt metaphor for a poet aiming to capture what the country had been through: “The heavens, the elements, all the meteorological influence, have run riot for weeks past,” he reported. “Such caprices, abruptest alternations of frowns and beauty I never knew.” Inauguration morning was no exception. There was, Whitman wrote, “one of the most angry and crashing storms of rain and hail ever heard.”[15] As a result of all that wetness, the streets of Washington had been turned into rivers of mud, inches deep in places, staining and soaking the suits and dresses of thirty to forty thousand onlookers who weren’t deterred by the elements.

			Many observers noted the unprecedented number of Black spectators. A prominent French visitor, the Marquis de Chambrun, marveled: “Thousands of colored folk, heretofore excluded from such reunions, were mingled for the first time with the white spectators.”[16] The Times of London estimated “at least half the multitude were colored people.”[17] Many of those Black Americans wore the uniform of the United States. Whitman was among those who noted the powerful sight of “a regiment of blacks, in full uniform, with guns on their shoulders” who were watched by a crowd that included, “any quantity of male and female Africans (especially females).”[18]

			Especially females. Black women, so often forgotten by history, so often called upon to bear history’s burdens, filled out the audience. One of them could have been Maria Stewart. She had moved to Washington in 1861, after Lincoln’s first inauguration. In writing about her life during that time, she recalled (perhaps with some skepticism): “I was told on my way that Washington had become a perfect Paradise for the colored people since President Lincoln had taken his seat.”[19] Stewart had been just a few blocks from the White House, at the Nineteenth Street Baptist church, when the Emancipation Proclamation was read aloud on January 1, 1863. As she sat in that pew, it had to pass through her mind that at least some of her prophecies were coming true.

			In Washington, Stewart was friendly with Elizabeth Keckley, who would be dressing Mary Lincoln for the inauguration. For decades, Keckley had been a slave. By the time of Lincoln’s second inauguration, she was the First Lady’s seamstress and one of her closest confidantes. Keckley was also prominent in Washington’s Black community. She served as president of the Contraband Relief Association and was a founder of the Home for Destitute Women and Children. Among those whom she helped was Maria Stewart as she struggled with poverty and establishing schools; Stewart recalled that Keckley “proved to be an ardent friend to me in my great emergency.”[20]

			The most prominent Black attendee was Frederick Douglass. Like Keckley, he had been a slave before rising to prominence. Like Stewart, he had been an uncompromising voice for abolition and a haunting American conscience. “There is not a nation on earth,” he thundered in 1852, “guilty of practices more shocking and bloody than are the people of the United States, at this very hour.”[21] To Douglass, the cause of the Civil War was as clear as it was to Alexander Stephens. “We all know it is Slavery,” Douglass said in one speech. “Less than half a million of Southern slaveholders—holding in bondage four million slaves—finding themselves outvoted in the effort to get possession of the United States Government, in order to serve the interests of Slavery, have madly resorted to the sword.”[22] Douglass’s demand echoed David Walker’s: “We want a country which shall not brand the Declaration of Independence as a lie.”[23]

			For years, Douglass was frustrated by Lincoln’s incrementalism in pursuit of that goal. In his Senate campaign, Lincoln had voiced white supremacist views. He once proclaimed that “I as much as any other man am in favor of having the superior position assigned to the white race.”[24] After his first election, he had framed the conflict between North and South as a struggle to save the union—not to end slavery. His promise to enforce the Fugitive Slave Act in his first inaugural address led Douglass to say that Lincoln had “told slaveholders what an excellent slave hound he is.”[25] He had dragged his feet on abolition. He had expressed support for colonization schemes.[26] He had paid Black soldiers less than their white counterparts. In a White House meeting on this last issue, Lincoln had spoken to Douglass with the chillingly calculated interest of a politician: “We had to make,” Lincoln told him, “some concessions to prejudice.”[27]

			It is a familiar American dynamic: the activist pushing the politician. And throughout the war, as Douglass became more attuned to politics and Lincoln became more radical in prosecuting an abolitionist war, the two men drew nearer. Douglass attributed this, in part, to forces beyond their control. “There is a general feeling amongst us,” he said, “that the control of events has been taken out of our hands, that we have fallen into the mighty current.”[28] Douglass never hesitated to invoke the Almighty whose purpose Lincoln sought, and there are seeds of Lincoln’s second inaugural in Douglass’s words. The former slave had noted how the war joined the cause of abolition and union because it “put one end of the chain upon the ankle of the bondman, and the other end about its own neck.”[29]

			As the war progressed, Douglass saw Lincoln as an instrument of divine destiny. He was slow, but he kept his word, and the war was changing him. “Time and practice will improve the President,” Douglass wrote around the time of emancipation. “He is tall and strong, but he is not done growing; he grows as the nation grows.” And Lincoln did grow.

			By the time of the second inauguration, Lincoln’s record spoke for itself. The war against the Confederacy had become an abolitionist war, waged relentlessly by an army that included Black soldiers. Legislation had been passed to support freed slaves with resources. Douglass had also come away more impressed from an 1864 meeting with Lincoln, in which the president implored him to urge slaves to separate themselves from their masters, lest he not win reelection. After the meeting, Douglass recalled: “What he said on this day showed a deeper moral conviction against slavery than I had ever seen before in anything spoken or written by him.”[30]

			What did cause this evolution within Lincoln? His speech would settle the question. Douglass watched the inaugural carriage make its way to the Capitol, not knowing that it carried Mary Lincoln and not her husband. He was unsettled by a premonition. “I felt then that there was murder in the air,” he recalled.[31] Following the carriage, Douglass made his way to a place near the front of the crowd, close enough for him to hear the president’s words and hopefully catch his eye. One great orator wanted to take the measure of another.
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			Inside the Capitol, as Lincoln signed legislation, the Tennessean Andrew Johnson was sworn in as vice president and gave a slurring drunken speech. The dignitaries filed out onto the Capitol’s portico. “Hail to the Chief” played as Lincoln took his seat a stone’s throw from Douglass. The great figures of his cabinet were nearby—Seward, Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, and the former Secretary of the Treasury and recently appointed Chief Justice Salmon Chase. What was once a team of rivals was now a collection of Lincoln’s subordinates. The Commander-in-Chief had weathered the storm of civil war and emerged a greater man.[32]

			A Black mechanic named Michael Shiner recounted in his diary, “As soon as Mr. Lincoln came out the wind ceased blowing and the rain ceased raining and the Sun came out and it became clear as it could be and calm.”[33] Whitman took note of this turn in the skies as Lincoln prepared to speak: “a forenoon like whirling demons, dark, with slanting rain, full of rage; and then the afternoon, so calm, so bathed with flooding splendor from heaven’s most excellent sun.” These changes in the heavens seemed to follow Lincoln himself: “As the President came out on the capitol portico,” Whitman reported, “a curious little white cloud, the only one in that part of the sky, appeared like a hovering bird, right over him.”[34] This was more than forecasting. People were looking for signs. They had lived through unbearable suffering. They had witnessed unimaginable change. Was some higher power at work, even in the skies above?

			The audience did not know how much that question had weighed on Lincoln. Earlier in the war, as it was becoming apparent that no quick victory would be won, Lincoln had written a private meditation. “In great contests each party claims to act in accordance with the will of God. Both may be, and one must be wrong.” Lincoln then wrote about how strange it was that both sides found justifications for their cause in the same Bible. “In the present civil war,” Lincoln wrote, “it is quite possible that God’s purpose is something different from the purpose of either party…God wills this contest, and wills that it shall not end yet.”[35]

			As the war ground on, Lincoln saw himself as not in control even as he accumulated increasing powers. In an 1864 letter to the editor of the Frankfort Commonwealth, he summarized a recent conversation he’d had with a group of prominent Kentucky men: “I claim not to have, but confess plainly that events have controlled me.” His earlier meditation about God’s purpose had evolved to a greater specificity, circling around the matter of slavery and how it was connected to the war’s meaning. “If God now wills the removal of a great wrong, and wills also that we of the North as well as you of the South shall pay fairly for our complicity in that wrong, impartial history will find therein new cause to attest and revere the justice and goodness of God.”[36]

			What did that mean for America? This train of thought was about to reach its end as Lincoln stood up to speak. He was not going to deliver an update on the war, despite the Union gains being made. He was not going to praise his own policies, even though they were succeeding. He was not going to lay out a plan for the war’s aftermath, despite the interest in that subject. He was not going to celebrate the accomplishments of the troops, nor pay homage to the nation’s founders, as he had done at Gettysburg. He was not going to claim a triumph of North over South, nor assert the moral innocence of either. He was going to deliver a speech unlike anything that the crowd expected—a speech unlike any delivered by an American president before or since.

			Abraham Lincoln was fifty-six years old and looked much older. He stood behind a table prepared for the occasion and felt like the most tired person in the world. But he saw things clearly. Somehow, he had tapped into a well of spirituality that eluded most people. He read slowly in a loud, clear voice—four paragraphs, seven hundred and three words, spread out over twenty-seven scraps of paper. Perhaps he noticed the emerging sun, or the single cloud that hovered over him in the sky, or the audience stretched out in all directions—a manifestation of the multiracial democracy that was now possible, a country in which the Declaration of Independence might no longer be a lie. The people had other expectations for his speech, he knew. But the Almighty had other purposes.

			Abraham Lincoln
 Second Inaugural Address

			March 4, 1865

			Washington, D.C.

			Fellow countrymen: at this second appearing to take the oath of the presidential office there is less occasion for an extended address than there was at the first. Then a statement somewhat in detail of a course to be pursued seemed fitting and proper. Now, at the expiration of four years during which public declarations have been constantly called forth on every point and phase of the great contest which still absorbs the attention and engrosses the energies of the nation little that is new could be presented. The progress of our arms, upon which all else chiefly depends is as well known to the public as to myself and it is I trust reasonably satisfactory and encouraging to all. With high hope for the future no prediction in regard to it is ventured.

			On the occasion corresponding to this four years ago all thoughts were anxiously directed to an impending civil war. All dreaded it ~ all sought to avert it. While the inaugural address was being delivered from this place devoted altogether to saving the Union without war insurgent agents were in the city seeking to destroy it without war ~ seeking to dissolve the Union and divide effects by negotiation. Both parties deprecated war but one of them would make war rather than let the nation survive, and the other would accept war rather than let it perish. And the war came.

			One eighth of the whole population were colored slaves not distributed generally over the union but localized in the southern part of it. These slaves constituted a peculiar and powerful interest. All knew that this interest was somehow the cause of the war. To strengthen perpetuate and extend this interest was the object for which the insurgents would rend the Union even by war while the government claimed no right to do more than to restrict the territorial enlargement of it. Neither party expected for the war the magnitude or the duration which it has already attained. Neither anticipated that the cause of the conflict might cease with or even before the conflict itself should cease. Each looked for an easier triumph and a result less fundamental and astounding. Both read the same Bible and pray to the same God and each invokes His aid against the other. It may seem strange that any men should dare to ask a just God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men’s faces but let us judge not that we be not judged. The prayers of both could not be answered ~ that of neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has His own purposes. “Woe unto the world because of offenses for it must needs be that offenses come but woe to that man by whom the offense cometh.” If we shall suppose that American slavery is one of those offenses which in the providence of God must needs come but which having continued through His appointed time He now wills to remove and that He gives to both North and South this terrible war as the woe due to those by whom the offense came shall we discern therein any departure from those divine attributes which the believers in a living God always ascribe to Him. Fondly do we hope ~ fervently do we pray ~ that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword as was said three thousand years ago so still it must be said “the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.”

			With malice toward none with charity for all with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right let us strive on to finish the work we are in to bind up the nation’s wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan ~ to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.

			

			—

			There is a profound lesson that you learn as a speechwriter if you work for someone who understands how to properly deliver a speech: The ability to quiet an audience is far more powerful than the capacity to excite them. The sound of listening is harder to earn than the sound of cheering. While Lincoln spoke, it was quiet, solemn. One newspaper, noting the silence, reported that the most audible reaction was a refrain heard at the end of nearly every sentence from the Blacks in the audience: “Bress de lord.”[37] This was a white man, the President of the United States of America, echoing the jeremiads of old. As Frederick Douglass recalled: “There seemed at the time to be in the man’s soul the united souls of all the Hebrew prophets.”
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			Where did Lincoln’s words come from? He suffered mightily during his life and felt things deeply. He was born into poverty, and his mother died when he was nine years old. His father left Abraham largely alone with his older sister Sally. His sister then died in childbirth when he was nineteen. A few years later, Lincoln’s first love—a woman named Ann Rutledge—also died. After his marriage to Mary, their son Eddie died at the age of three. In 1862, while Lincoln was in the White House, his beloved son Willie died of bronchial pneumonia. Even by the standards of those times, it was a traumatic record of loss. He couldn’t have become the leader he did—a healer of a broken nation—without it. To keep going in the presence of all that pain; to feel that loss; to suffer depression as Lincoln did, while doggedly rising from such a low station to the heights that he reached: He had to believe on some level that all his suffering was part of a greater design. This was a phenomenon that Lincoln wrestled with throughout his life, alternatively searching for answers in the realms of both religion and reason.

			Lincoln was less formally pious than many presidents, and yet he was the first to make biblical passages and allusions so central to an inaugural address. Lincoln was a man shaped by words and the truths underneath them, more than by the organized practice of religion. When he was a boy, the one book that was always available was the Bible. He read it constantly. He could quote it at length. He enjoyed a kind of personal relationship with the text, the luminous prose of the King James version, as many Americans did in the nineteenth century.[38] Like Alexander Stephens, he had been a boy forged by loss and poverty, and escaped that reality through reading, though he would draw very different conclusions from the experience.

			Lincoln was raised in the Separatist Baptist tradition. This was religion that took hold among people of the frontier, Americans who knew hard lives and unforgiving landscapes, a weathered people. Separatist Baptists viewed the Bible as literal creed and accepted predestinarian notions: God was the all-knowing driver behind events, and human beings had little in the way of free will other than submitting to his design. If you deviated from God’s plan, you could be brutally punished, as the ancient Israelites were made to collectively suffer within the stories of the Old Testament. The sins of a people could sow hardship for generations to come. That, too, was part of God’s plan.[39]

			As president, Lincoln attended New York Avenue Presbyterian Church, where Phineas Densmore Gurley presided. Gurley officiated at the funeral of Lincoln’s son Willie, where he spoke about providence—the notion that the experience of life and death on Earth was part of God’s plan. Gurley came out of the strain of Presbyterian theology in which God was the driver of history, and one had to reconcile a high view of God’s will with a dim view of humanity. The fact that people lived in a design of God’s making did not absolve human beings of responsibility for their shortcomings. This was central to a sermon Gurley preached with Lincoln in attendance in 1863, when the president had called for a day of public humiliation, prayer, and fasting. It was not, to Gurley and Lincoln, irreconcilable to believe that God governed a world filled with suffering, but that men were morally accountable for their choices. Making sense of that truth was part of understanding God’s providence.[40]

			This context is central to understanding the way Lincoln chose to speak about slavery in his second inaugural address. It was a subject which had shaped his politics just as it had defined his times and the war he presided over. For so much of his public life, Lincoln had wrestled—sometimes awkwardly, sometimes cruelly, sometimes morally, sometimes brilliantly—with how slavery was both compatible with, and contradictory to, the founding documents he revered.

			Over the years, he made a range of intellectual arguments against slavery and its expansion in the territories. A common thread was slavery’s incompatibility with democracy. “As I would not be a slave,” Lincoln said in 1858, “so I would not be a master. This expresses my idea of democracy.”[41] Just as slavery undermined democracy at home, Lincoln also believed it undermined the example that the United States was meant to set to the world, that sense of American exceptionalism. “I hate it,” he said of slavery during his campaign for the Senate, “because it deprives our republican example of its just influence in the world—enables the enemies of free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt us as hypocrites.”[42] It’s a utilitarian argument, one that stops short of the moral condemnation that Frederick Douglass was known for while tapping into an aspirational view of what America might be. Left unsaid was the harder truth: We could only have that “just influence” if we truly reckoned with and redressed our sins.

			Given his aspirational view, Lincoln wrestled with how slavery had found a place within the vision of the founding fathers, protected by the Constitution that Lincoln revered. For this, he studied the words of the founders. In one notable exchange in their debates, Lincoln told Stephen Douglas that he had identified thirty-nine founding fathers who had voted for the Constitution. Of those thirty-nine, twenty-three had indicated a preference for how to manage slavery in the territories. Of those twenty-three, twenty-one had suggested that the US government had the right to assert control over slavery in the territories rather than ceding the decision to local authorities. In his speeches, including one at Cooper Union, Lincoln thus drew the conclusion that the founders hoped that slavery would one day go away, even though they had left that work to future generations.[43]

			Once he became president, Lincoln continued to wrestle with the tension between the compromises of the Constitution and the moral impulse toward abolition. Under the Constitution, there was no prohibition on Southern states continuing to embrace slavery. Thus, Lincoln’s principal political goal, earlier in the war, had been preserving the union without upending America’s constitutional foundation. Insofar as he considered abolition, Lincoln often framed it as a potential wartime necessity rather than a moral imperative. In an 1862 letter to Horace Greeley, he wrote: “My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to save or destroy slavery. If I could save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I would also do that.”[44]

			Lincoln’s pragmatism irritated abolitionists, who wanted him to make a full-throated argument against slavery. Lincoln saw his role differently. He expressed admiration for William Lloyd Garrison’s passion, but he believed that the rhetoric used by Garrison and other abolitionists alienated the audiences who needed to be persuaded to abandon slavery.[45] He was not an activist; he was a politician, with all the politician’s calculation and concern for public sentiment. He also had a capacity to put himself in the shoes of the South in a way that dampened his sense of moral superiority. “If we were situated as they are,” he once said of Southerners, “we should act and feel as they do; and if they were situated as we are, they should act and feel as we do; and we never ought to lose sight of this fact.”[46]

			Lincoln personally opposed slavery. He believed that the government had the right to restrict its spread. He knew it undermined American exceptionalism—the idea that the United States could set an example for the world. He hoped that one day slavery would disappear altogether. But he also understood that slavery was a reality of American life in the Southern states, and that—in a democratic republic—it had a legal standing.

			The glaring problem with this worldview was that slavery was profoundly wrong, a betrayal of the most famous words of the Declaration of Independence, a cancer on the Republic that threatened to kill it. Of course, Lincoln knew that Southerners like Alexander Stephens found justifications for slavery in the Bible and embraced rationales that slavery was somehow good: a civilizing and Christianizing force. But Lincoln was more in line with founders like Thomas Jefferson—a man who owned slaves, fathered children with one of his slaves, and expressed white supremacist views, while still writing: “Indeed I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just.” In his own reflection on that passage, Lincoln wrote in 1859, “Those who deny freedom to others deserve it not for themselves; and, under a just God, can no longer retain it.” While Jefferson deferred that reckoning, Lincoln embraced it.

			It took the bloody crucible of war, and his own political and spiritual evolution, for Lincoln to become the man who could deliver the second inaugural address. The necessity of total war compelled him to embrace abolition as policy. The extremity of the circumstances around him allowed him to embrace his instinctual opposition to slavery in his politics. But more than that, his deep search for meaning in the war led him to conclude that all that suffering had to be for a purpose more righteous than a mere political union: Lincoln evolved to align himself with what he came to understand as God’s design. That is what he tells us in his speech.

			He had risen to the heights of political power—only to conclude that ultimate power belonged elsewhere. To complete his evolution, a reelected Lincoln couldn’t root his arguments in those of the founders because they had made the compromises that allowed slavery to endure. He couldn’t claim that it was his own plan all along to remake America’s constitutional order to do away with slavery, because that wasn’t true, either. To articulate what the “new birth of freedom” that he referenced in Gettysburg was all about, he had to make the end of the Civil War the beginning of a new democracy, a second founding of the United States. To deliver the moral reckoning with slavery that was necessary, he had to address what had happened to the country through the realm of religious belief—a moral authority greater than the flaws within Americans and the founding documents they wrote. Those documents, as Benjamin Franklin had noted, contained all the prejudices, passions, errors of opinion, local interests, and selfish views present at the Constitutional Convention. But on the matter of opposing slavery, dogma was necessary. The second founding of the United States cast Franklin’s compromise aside in the flames of the awful experience of war and the awesome judgment of a just God.
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			Abraham Lincoln believed that Americans needed to absorb the enormity of the war and its lessons as he had before the country could pivot to reconstruction. His conclusions contrasted with the Confederate ideology expressed by Alexander Stephens—which was then repurposed into the myth of the Lost Cause—in ways that illuminate divisions that persist in American society.

			Lincoln also believed that Americans needed to acknowledge that slavery was the cause of the war. Recalling the war’s origins, he noted that “one eighth of the whole population were colored slaves not distributed generally over the union but localized in the southern part of it.” Note that these slaves are counted as whole people, not as property or each as three-fifths of a person. Lincoln also located the slaves in the South but acknowledged that slavery was an American issue, not merely a Southern one. Later in the speech, he refers to “American slavery”—not Southern or Confederate slavery. For a victor who could credibly claim moral superiority, this is an extraordinary decision. Both sides, Lincoln knew, shared responsibility for slavery. Both sides embraced or tolerated white supremacy. Both sides had profited from it. Both sides had justified it. Both sides had agreed to the compromises that allowed it to endure.[47]

			“All knew that this interest was somehow the cause of the war,” he continued. “To strengthen, perpetuate and extend this interest was the object for which the insurgents would rend the Union even by war while the government claimed no right to do more than to restrict the territorial enlargement of it.” Lincoln had a great facility to say a lot with a few words. He indicted all the abstract Southern arguments for states’ rights under the umbrella of slavery: Whatever form those arguments took, it was slavery that was “somehow the cause of the war.” Yet given where he was about to take the speech, he implicitly indicted himself and the Union for their modest ambition to merely “restrict the territorial enlargement of it.” He, and the Union he led, were complicit.

			Lincoln believed that Americans needed to find the answer to the war’s meaning in the eradication of slavery—not, simply, the perpetuation of the union. Here, Lincoln brought the audience into his own experience of questioning how both North and South could worship the same God and find justification for their cause in the same Bible. Then he dismantled the moral, intellectual, and legal underpinnings of the Confederacy. “It may seem strange,” Lincoln said, “that any men should dare to ask a just God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men’s faces but let us judge not that we be not judged.”

			Recall, for a moment, how Alexander Stephens justified slavery through the Bible in the Cornerstone Speech: “We hear much of the civilization and Christianization of the barbarous tribes of Africa. In my judgment, those ends will never be attained, but by first teaching them the lesson taught to Adam, that ‘in the sweat of his brow he should eat his bread,’ and teaching them to work, and feed, and clothe themselves.” Lincoln quoted the same Bible verse that Stephens did. In Genesis, after Adam has fallen, he is fated to work for his bread. Stephens contorted that story to justify a fate of subordination and servitude for Africans; Lincoln obliterated that reading. Whether he was directly rebutting the Cornerstone Speech is unknown. But by pivoting to a famous line from the gospel—“let us judge not that we be not judged”—he simultaneously aligned himself and his audience with Christian morality, while allowing space for empathy with the South. Then he reached the core of his message and the war’s meaning.

			And recall the jeremiad: the oration that harkens back to the Old Testament story of Jeremiah, and the notion that God would render judgment on the corruption of human beings. The Puritans had set about creating a “city upon a hill”—the idea that a faith community had a responsibility to build God’s kingdom on Earth; that Americans were a chosen people. Maria Stewart’s jeremiads prophesied that slavery would lead inexorably to the wrath of God, a message that echoed through the rhetoric of the abolitionist circuit, including Frederick Douglass’s warnings about the “tradewinds of the Almighty.” Sin required repentance. The flaws within America compelled the work to fix them.

			Lincoln had once found that rhetoric too dogmatic. But in the second inaugural address, with the scourge of war about to pass, he shifted gears. He did believe in the kind of God who could punish whole groups of people for their sins through an event like the Civil War. He was no longer constrained by the compromises written into the Constitution. He was validated by reelection and the passage of the 13th Amendment. He was not prepared to return to the pre-war status quo in which injustice and inequality were the price of union. The war was approaching an end, he noted, but, “if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword as was said three thousand years ago so still it must be said ‘the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.’ ”

			This is the most radical sentence ever spoken by a president of the United States.

			Abraham Lincoln had spent much of his adult life wrestling with slavery. Now he understood. No American president had ever condemned slavery unreservedly as an evil that needed to be eradicated. Lincoln did that and then went further. He told the American people that they brought the awful suffering of the war upon themselves through their participation in slavery, and that their loved ones’ deaths were justified by that penance. He wound the clock back two hundred and fifty years—not to America’s founding, but rather to the beginning of the colonies—to account for the full scale of suffering wrought by “American slavery.” Lincoln cast America back into the Old Testament, a new Jerusalem paying for collective sin with the destruction of the temple; he found that he had to accept even the dismantling of his guilty nation to truly love it.

			There has always been a tug-of-war about American exceptionalism. On one side are those who see it as tied to some inherent, even divine, favor, manifested in the riches of the continent and the rightness of our founding documents. On the other, those who see American exceptionalism rooted in a bottom-up, disruptive, and at times revolutionary effort to forge a just and equal society on Earth; an effort that depends upon self-criticism and the revision of those founding documents. Lincoln planted his feet in the latter camp. The Union that he saved was a work in progress, shadowed by sin and the ominous accounting of the bondsman, having prioritized profit at the expense of its stated values.

			These were not, Lincoln knew, settled questions. If the meaning of the war was an accounting for slavery, then the country would need to be reborn on a different trajectory: the pursuit of the kind of multiracial democracy on display in Washington, D.C., for his second inauguration, a country where the Declaration of Independence could no longer be a lie. Men like Stephens knew this as well, which is why they rewrote the cause of secession into a fable about the Lost Cause of states’ rights: The South would concede rejoining the Union but would do whatever was necessary—including political violence—to treat Blacks as they saw fit. To this day, there are many white Americans who would not accept the truth in Lincoln’s words: Indeed, even his dating of America’s original sin to the beginning of the seventeenth century—to 1619—is now prohibited from being taught in some American classrooms.

			Having fixed the war’s meaning, Lincoln ended on a note of reconciliation. To build that new America, he’d have to make a place for the Blacks in his audience that day and for those who enslaved them. Just as slavery was a collective responsibility for the United States, so was reconstruction—a word that encompassed the nation’s political identity as well as its physical infrastructure. And so, at a moment of maximum leverage and triumph—when there was temptation to punish the South or, conversely, to conciliate its powerful interests, he managed to extend a hand without conceding a sliver of his certainty in the moral rightness of the cause that he had just exalted: “With malice toward none with charity for all with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right let us strive on to finish the work we are in to bind up the nation’s wounds.” It’s a simultaneously generous and uncompromising statement. One hundred and sixty years later, we are still seeking a “just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.”
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			After the speech, Walt Whitman watched Abraham Lincoln on his way back to the White House. “He was in his plain two horse barouche and looked very much worn and tired,” Whitman wrote. “The lines, indeed, of vast responsibilities, intricate questions, and demands of life and death, cut deeper than ever upon his dark brown face; yet all the old goodness, tenderness, sadness, and canny shrewdness, underneath the furrows.”[48]

			That night, thousands of people filed through the White House to shake the president’s hand. One of them was Frederick Douglass. Black people didn’t attend White House receptions, but Douglass explained his thinking: “I have found in my experience that the way to break down an unreasonable custom is to contradict it in practice.” When he reached the front door, the police told him that Blacks were not to be admitted. When Douglass argued, they allowed him into the White House, but he was shunted out a different exit so that he couldn’t see Lincoln. Douglass asked a passerby to tell the president that he was unable to get in to see him. “Bring Mr. Douglass in, by all means,” Lincoln responded when he found out. “I shall be glad to meet him.”

			Douglass patiently waited his turn. When he approached Lincoln, the president called out, “Here comes my friend Douglass.” The two men shook hands. “I am glad to see you. I saw you in the crowd today, listening to my inaugural address. How did you like it?”

			Douglass protested that he would share his opinion later, when there weren’t thousands of people waiting to shake the president’s hand. Lincoln pushed back. “There is no man in the country whose opinion I value more than yours,” he said. “I want to know what you think of it.”

			“Mr. Lincoln,” Douglass replied, “that was a sacred effort.”[49]

			Western Union connected the first telegraph wires from New York to San Francisco in the week of Lincoln’s speech. The United States had about twenty-five hundred newspapers—more than the rest of the world combined—and the speech was widely reprinted. The editorial reaction was largely divided along partisan lines.[50] Lincoln did not care. “Men are not flattered by being shown that there has been a difference of purpose between the Almighty and them,” he wrote in a letter. “It is a truth which I thought needed to be told.”

			Within weeks, Richmond fell. When Lincoln visited, freed Blacks knelt at his feet, worshiping him as a liberator. “Don’t kneel to me,” he told them. “You must kneel to God only and thank him for the liberty you will hereafter enjoy.”[51] The evolution that led him to write a speech on God’s agency allowed him to keep his feet on the ground, to be humbled by his own humanity. Elizabeth Keckley also travelled to Richmond, accompanying Mrs. Lincoln. When the two entered the Confederate seat of government, Keckley—a former slave, a friend to Maria Stewart, a confidant of a First Lady—sat in the chair of Alexander Stephens.

			Less than two weeks later, Lincoln was killed by John Wilkes Booth, a white supremacist who declared that “the country was formed for the white not for the black man.”[52] Booth had attended the second inauguration and whereas Douglass had witnessed a “sacred effort,” Booth seethed with rage. He anticipated a race war. He had pledged to kill Lincoln after seeing him give a speech in which he suggested allowing Black Americans to vote. A tragic irony of Lincoln’s final weeks is that the more radical voice he found as the war approached its end led to his assassination, his voice being silenced.

			Booth is often remembered as a Confederate sympathizer, but he also glimpsed a future he sought to shape in blood. His view of Black suffrage would end up ruling the day, particularly in the Southern states, for most of the next century. The United States, after all, is at least as much the country of John Wilkes Booth as it is of Abraham Lincoln.
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			Just over ten years after Lincoln’s death, a statue was unveiled in Washington depicting a standing Lincoln next to a kneeling slave breaking his own chains. The memorial was funded by Black Americans. There was an enormous turnout, with Frederick Douglass the featured speaker. The leadership of the US government, including President Ulysses Grant, was present as well.

			Douglass didn’t shy from hard truths. He described Lincoln as a president for the white man, one to whom Blacks could at best be stepchildren. But this did not diminish what Lincoln had done; in some ways, it magnified it. “Viewed from the genuine abolition ground,” Douglass told the crowd, “Mr. Lincoln seemed tardy, cold, dull, and indifferent: but measuring him by the sentiment of his country, a sentiment he was bound as a statesman to consult, he was swift, zealous, radical, and determined.”[53]

			There could be no better articulation of the creative tension between an activist and a politician, a movement and a government. Douglass recognized that Lincoln’s presidency, and the sacred truth he’d spoken in his inaugural address, made possible a second founding of the United States. He also knew that politicians like Lincoln were rare; that the fulfillment of his vision was going to be contested. But for all of America’s flaws; for all of its enduring racism and venality; for all the distortions of history—the revision of the past in gauzy antebellum mythologies, the statues to insurrectionist slaveholders in the Capitol, the prohibitions on teaching history as it was—for all the enduring fixation on profit as we rack up more debts to the next bondsman, and the next, and the next; for all of that, bear in mind that this is a country where Abraham Lincoln could welcome Frederick Douglass into the White House and shake his hand after giving that speech. For just a few minutes, Abraham Lincoln had rendered the United States of America into something holy and whole. It was, in many ways, a high-water mark that we have failed to reach ever since.
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				What Kind of Nation: Radical Republic to Superpower
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				Frederick Douglass: 
Such Things as Human Rights
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				“There are such things in the world as human rights. They rest upon no conventional foundation, but are external, universal, and indestructible.”

			

			1869

			Frederick Douglass was no longer a young man filled with fiery passions when he strode onstage to deliver a lecture to the Parker Fraternity Course in Boston just a few years after the end of the Civil War. While the moment is not recorded in detail, this was a venue for the leading orators of the day to share ideas with a curious and cultured audience. The crowd likely comprised prominent Bostonians and ordinary citizens, Civil War veterans and freed slaves, Blacks and whites, women and men—a composite tableau like the composite nation that Douglass took as the title and subject of his lecture.[1]

			At the outset of Reconstruction, Douglass was both exhausted and energized. After decades of delivering jeremiads about slavery, he was “tinged with a feeling of sadness,” he wrote in his memoir. “I felt that I had reached the end of the noblest and best part of my life.”[2] Yet abolition was a beginning, not an end. From Abraham Lincoln’s estate, Douglass inherited the slain president’s walking stick—an apt symbol, as Douglass continued to walk the path on which the two men had converged in 1865, the increasingly pragmatic activist and radical politician pursuing a new American republic.[3]

			There were reasons for optimism as Douglass threw his support behind the radical Republicans driving the agenda of Reconstruction through Congress. Constitutional amendments would be drafted to protect equal rights and extend the right to vote to Black men. Legislation advanced opportunity for freed slaves. Federal troops occupied the South, holding a tenuous lid on the ex-Confederacy. Blacks were elected to state and federal offices. Douglass was an enlarged figure in American politics: a slave turned activist turned prominent Republican Party man.

			Yet the darker side of the American enterprise lurked within the reconstituted union, as secessionists returned to the language of states’ rights. When the American Anti-Slavery Society met after the war, William Lloyd Garrison argued that it should be disbanded. Douglass countered successfully that it should turn to new battles. “Slavery is not abolished until the black man has the ballot,” he argued. The white supremacy that undergirded slavery was not dead, and he prophesied that they “had better wait and see what new form this old monster will assume.”[4]

			The monster was indeed not dead. Across the South, Black people were killed, raped, and denied property; their homes, schools, and churches were burned. The Ku Klux Klan emerged as a vehicle for white power and terrorism. Andrew Johnson, the Tennessean who replaced Lincoln as president, was no ally. In an 1866 meeting with Douglass and other Black leaders, Johnson excoriated them for forty-five minutes, opposing Black suffrage, warning of a race war, and expressing support for colonization schemes. After the meeting, Johnson remarked to an aide, “I know that damned Douglass. He’s just like any nigger and he would sooner cut a white man’s throat than not.”[5]

			This was the peculiar place that Frederick Douglass occupied in post–Civil War America: He was a famed abolitionist who found allies in a Congress, but he was still a Black man in America, where people of his race were terrorized and dehumanized. Like Black Americans throughout history, he could be simultaneously exalted and degraded for his achievements. His brilliance disproved the logic of white supremacy, which only necessitated its perpetuation—lest white people lose their position.

			Douglass’s life’s work did battle with those contradictions. He played many roles in postbellum America, but his principal vocation was speaking in public. He endured grueling lecture tours, speaking dozens of times over weeks-long excursions, his voice exhausted and sometimes aided by a damp cloth around his throat. He was well compensated, which allowed him to support a growing and often dysfunctional family. He was the most photographed American of the nineteenth century, and perhaps the most travelled as well—taking his voice to every part of the country.[6]

			Before the war, he had mastered the art of the jeremiad; after the war, his style changed and his subject matter expanded. He gave carefully crafted lectures that he could repurpose for different occasions and locations. He addressed audiences on the nature of self-made men, affixing his own story to that secular American religion of self-improvement established by Benjamin Franklin. He spoke about the meaning of the Civil War and how it should be remembered. He articulated a vision of what America should be—that republic which he saw emerging from the blood of a martyred Lincoln, the Union dead, and every slave who had faced the lash.

			At the Parker Fraternity Course, Douglass began delivering a new speech which he refined into his address “Composite Nation.” With generosity of spirit and breadth of vision, he took up the unpopular cause of defending Chinese immigrants—America’s latest target for exploitation and dehumanization. Beyond that narrow purpose, Douglass laid out an extraordinary vision for why the United States should embrace a nationalism of multiracial democracy rooted in true equality, an America that lives up to the promises it made on paper.

			Douglass took his speech on the road in 1869, delivering countless versions of “Composite Nation” in the years to come—inspiring, infuriating, and above all challenging audiences around the country. Delivered at the high-water mark of Reconstruction, it is a prophetic vision of who we should be and are still struggling mightily to become.[7]
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			Frederick Douglass embodied the complexities of a composite nation. Born a slave along Maryland’s eastern shore, he was haunted by the separation of his family and by not knowing with certainty the facts of his birth: when he was born and who fathered him. Slavery, he wrote, “has no use for either fathers or families, and its laws do not recognize their existence in the social arrangements of the plantation.”[8] It was likely that Douglass’s master fathered him. The blood of different races flowed within his body, but it was a composite forged out of evil, a faceless man taking liberties with his mother.

			The written and spoken word were his means of ascent. As a boy, he found the education and inspiration that he needed largely in two books: the Bible and The Columbian Orator, a collection that included great American speeches.[9] As a teenager, he would speak to groups of slaves on Sundays under the shade of the trees, practicing how to hold an audience with his deep voice and deliberate gestures. His earliest subjects continued to occupy him throughout his life: the evils of slavery, the value of self-improvement, the interrelated liberation of the individual and the nation. In an early unsuccessful attempt to escape, he motivated his fellow slaves by appropriating the language of Patrick Henry, arguing that the phrase “give me liberty or give me death” applied more to the slave than the white Virginian. Instead of rejecting American rhetoric, Douglass claimed it as his own.[10]

			After he did escape to freedom, Douglass settled in a Massachusetts town founded by Quakers. His experience as a fugitive slave made plain the entire nation’s complicity in the crime of American slavery: Even in the North, he experienced not only racism but the terror of being hunted, captured, and sent back into bondage under constitutionally protected fugitive slave laws. He found his calling as a speaker at the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, where he took a position as an exhorter. There, he infused his abolitionism with the religiosity of the Old Testament: Isaiah and Jeremiah prophesying judgment for the Israelites’ sins, the Exodus story of slaves being delivered from bondage.[11]

			Douglass joined the abolitionist movement after an agent for William Lloyd Garrison’s newspaper appeared at the church. Like Maria Stewart, he found an intellectual home in The Liberator and began speaking at anti-slavery meetings, opposing colonization and enlisting the Declaration of Independence to make his case. “We are American citizens,” he declared in his first recorded speech, “born with natural, inherent, just, and inalienable rights.” Seeing his potential, the Garrisonians took him out on the speaking circuit. People were awed by his capacity to captivate and motivate an audience. Describing an early Douglass speech, Garrison recalled, “I think I never hated slavery so intensely as at that moment.”[12]

			Douglass was soon travelling the country. He gave multiple speeches on some days, faced threats and physical violence, and became world-famous after the publication of his first autobiography. He toured Britain and met icons who had fought for the abolition of the international slave trade, placing himself within the universalist tradition of a global social justice movement. He founded his own newspaper and used it to print his speeches and editorials, expanding the reach of his voice. He was the only Black participant at Seneca Falls, the convening that launched the movement for women’s rights in the United States.[13]

			Douglass broke with Garrison over the white liberal’s efforts to control him. He also objected to Garrison’s rejection of the US Constitution as a vehicle for change. Unlike Garrison, Douglass embraced a strategy of emphasizing the universal values within the Constitution and using American politics to hold the nation accountable. “Liberty and Slavery—opposite as heaven and hell—are both in the Constitution,” he said of the nation’s founding contradiction. But within the Constitution, Douglass said, he found “principles and purposes, entirely hostile to the existence of slavery.”[14] Yes, the nation encompassed both liberty and slavery, but one side had to win. To that end, he vowed to embrace both “the ballot and the bullet” if necessary.

			As national divisions over slavery deepened, Douglass’s jeremiads prosecuted the nation for its crimes. “I am not included within the pale of this glorious anniversary!” he declared, in his masterful 1852 speech “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” “The rich inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity and independence, bequeathed by your fathers, is shared by you, not by me. The sunlight that brought life and healing to you, has brought stripes and death to me. This Fourth of July is yours, not mine.” Yet out of righteous anger, his jeremiad ended on a note of poetic hope and looming judgment: “God speed the hour, the glorious hour, when none on earth shall exercise a lordly power, nor in a tyrant’s presence cower; but all to manhood’s stature tower, by equal birth! That hour will come, to each, to all.”[15]

			As the United States slid into disunion, Douglass welcomed a brutal Civil War. “A horrible reptile is coiled up in your nation’s bosom,” he warned the people of the North, invoking the devil’s serpentine form in the book of Revelation. “The venomous creature is nursing at the tender breast of your youthful republic; for the love of God, tear away, and fling from you the hideous monster, and let the weight of twenty millions crush and destroy it forever!”[16] In the prophetic tradition, Douglass was acting as a vessel for God’s warning. He embraced violence as a means of destroying slavery, even as he refused John Brown’s plea to join him in fomenting a slave insurrection at Harpers Ferry.[17] Douglass went to battle with words as his weapons.

			His vision of a providential reckoning for slavery came true. He helped recruit Blacks, including his own sons, to serve in the Union army. He documented Southern atrocities against Northern soldiers, just as he’d spent decades spotlighting the atrocities of slavery. The culprit was the same. As the war became a conquest of slavery and not simply a struggle for union, he embraced the Republican Party, urging Lincoln’s reelection in 1864. He made the turn from an activist operating outside political parties to an advocate for the party that could bring about change, even if that party would frustrate and sometimes betray him.
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			By the time he delivered “Composite Nation,” the persona and strategies of Frederick Douglass were established. He was a prophet, who used truth-telling to call his nation to its better purpose. He was a believer in universal rights, who saw the redemptive potential of social justice movements and America’s founding documents. He was a pragmatist, who tried to persuade political elites as well as like-minded activists. He was a willing racial symbol, a spokesman for Black Americans whose mixed-race background encompassed the composite union. He had also evolved as a speaker. “I used to saw the air and split the ears of the groundlings,” he told a journalist during Reconstruction. “But I care more reasoning out my point now.”[18] Douglass saw himself as both an activist and a self-made public intellectual like Ralph Waldo Emerson, who had also spoken at the Parker Fraternity Course.

			In the aftermath of the Civil War, an emerging national issue was immigration—specifically, the fate of tens of thousands of Chinese migrants, mostly men, who had come to work in the California gold rush and on the construction of the railroads. A new racial hierarchy was taking shape in the post–Civil War West, as Chinese people faced escalating violence, scapegoating, and the denial of rights. White labor organizations like the Workingmen’s Party warned that the Chinese were threatening American jobs and the health of American society. Politicians were taking up the cause of limiting Chinese immigration or pursuing mass deportations.[19]

			In addressing this issue, Douglass found an opportunity to speak about something even bigger: what kind of nation the United States should be. His speech was a rebuttal to the worldview of men like Alexander Stephens, who embraced a hierarchy of races. Douglass knew that his audiences—in Boston, and then across the country—would count among them influential people and ordinary citizens alike. In that radical moment of Reconstruction’s potential, Douglass foresaw the inevitability of a more diverse America and anticipated all of the arguments that have been made against it ever since. It is a profoundly relevant document. Given the length of the address—near eight thousand words—I am excerpting the main arguments.

			Frederick Douglass 
Composite Nation

			1869

			As nations are among the largest and the most complete divisions into which society is formed, the grandest aggregations of organized human power; as they raise to observation and distinction the world’s greatest men, and call into requisition the highest order of talent and ability for their guidance, preservation and success, they are ever among the most attractive, instructive and useful subjects of thought, to those just entering upon the duties and activities of life.

			The simple organization of a people into a National body, composite or otherwise, is of itself an impressive fact. As an original proceeding, it marks the point of departure of a people, from the darkness and chaos of unbridled barbarism, to the wholesome restraints of public law and society. It implies a willing surrender and subjection of individual aims and ends, often narrow and selfish, to the broader and better ones that arise out of society as a whole. It is both a sign and a result of civilization.

			A knowledge of the character, resources and proceedings of other nations, affords us the means of comparison and criticism, without which progress would be feeble, tardy, and perhaps, impossible. It is by comparing one nation with another, and one learning from another, each competing with all, and all competing with each, that hurtful errors are exposed, great social truths discovered, and the wheels of civilization whirled onward.

			I am especially to speak to you of the character and mission of the United States, with special reference to the question whether we are the better or the worse for being composed of different races of men. I propose to consider first, what we are, second, what we are likely to be, and, thirdly, what we ought to be.

			Without undue vanity or unjust depreciation of others, we may claim to be, in many respects, the most fortunate of nations. We stand in relation to all others, as youth to age. Other nations have had their day of greatness and glory; we are yet to have our day, and that day is coming. The dawn is already upon us. It is bright and full of promise. Other nations have reached their culminating point. We are at the beginning of our ascent. They have apparently exhausted the conditions essential to their further growth and extension, while we are abundant in all the material essential to further national growth and greatness.

			The resources of European statesmanship are now sorely taxed to maintain their nationalities at their ancient height of greatness and power.

			American statesmanship, worthy of the name, is now taxing its energies to frame measures to meet the demands of constantly increasing expansion of power, responsibility and duty.

			Without fault or merit on either side, theirs or ours, the balance is largely in our favor. Like the grand old forests, renewed and enriched from decaying trunks once full of life and beauty, but now moss-covered, oozy and crumbling, we are destined to grow and flourish while they decline and fade.

			This is one view of American position and destiny. It is proper to notice that it is not the only view. Different opinions and conflicting judgments meet us here, as elsewhere.

			It is thought by many, and said by some, that this Republic has already seen its best days; that the historian may now write the story of its decline and fall.

			Two classes of men are just now especially afflicted with such forebodings. The first are those who are croakers by nature—the men who have a taste for funerals, and especially National funerals. They never see the bright side of anything and probably never will. Like the raven in the lines of Edgar A. Poe they have learned two words, and these are “never more.” They usually begin by telling us what we never shall see. Their little speeches are about as follows: You will never see such Statesmen in the councils of the nation as Clay, Calhoun and Webster. You will never see the South morally reconstructed and our once happy people again united. You will never see the Government harmonious and successful while in the hands of different races. You will never make the negro work without a master, or make him an intelligent voter, or a good and useful citizen. The last never is generally the parent of all the other little nevers that follow.

			During the late contest for the Union, the air was full of nevers, every one of which was contradicted and put to shame by the result, and I doubt not that most of those we now hear in our troubled air, will meet the same fate.

			It is probably well for us that some of our gloomy prophets are limited in their powers, to prediction. Could they command the destructive bolt, as readily as they command the destructive word, it is hard to say what might happen to the country. They might fulfill their own gloomy prophesies. Of course it is easy to see why certain other classes of men speak hopelessly concerning us.

			A Government founded upon justice, and recognizing the equal rights of all men; claiming higher authority for existence, or sanction for its laws, that nature, reason, and the regularly ascertained will of the people; steadily refusing to put its sword and purse in the service of any religious creed or family is a standing offense to most of the Governments of the world, and to some narrow and bigoted people among ourselves.

			To those who doubt and deny the preponderance of good over evil in human nature; who think the few are made to rule, and many to serve; who put rank above brotherhood, and race above humanity; who attach more importance to ancient forms than to the living realities of the present; who worship power in whatever hands it may be lodged and by whatever means it may have been obtained; our Government is a mountain of sin, and, what is worse, it seems confirmed in its transgressions.[20]

			

			—

			Douglass established a high ambition: defining the nature and purpose of the nation. With language that has always struck a chord with American audiences, he set up a case for American exceptionalism: We are a young nation, we have more energy than aged Europe, we have bountiful land and resources, we are “destined to grow and flourish.” He was speaking at the doorway of a new history, one in which the United States was poised to extend its writ across the continent and stride into the role of a superpower, the heir to the old empires.

			Yet that youth was also characterized by the darker aspects of expansionism: the theft of native lands, the subjugation of Black people, the exploitation of immigrant labor. Within America’s heroic destiny, Douglass defined the reactionary forces within the United States. These were the remnants of the slaveholders and their enablers, people who wanted to abandon the moral reckoning of emancipation and the project of Reconstruction as an impossibility. His description of these “croakers” who like to preside at “National funerals” is a prophetic indictment of all the reactionary American voices who have sought greatness by grasping for a whitewashed past: Make America great again.

			Douglass often compared these two forces within the American nation: those who welcome change and those who cling to a repressive order. Liberty and slavery. Heaven and hell. Good and evil. A just God and a determined devil. When Douglass first delivered his “Composite Nation” address, the cause of equality appeared ascendant, even as reactionary forces were gathering strength. The 14th Amendment had been passed by Congress. While it did not go as far as Douglass wanted in specifying rights for Black Americans, the amendment codified a universal definition of equality under the law that went beyond the original Constitution: “No state shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges and immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any state deprive any person of life, liberty, or property; without due process of law, nor deny any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the law.” Equality, for the moment, trumped states’ rights.[21] In that context, Douglass linked American strength with its progress toward justice and equality—an American exceptionalism that depends upon a changing America. That America, which won the Civil War and gave it a higher meaning than preserving a union, was the one Douglass saw as poised to win the future.

			Douglass was not sanguine about the challenges ahead. The new American republic was, he pointed out, an exception—not the norm—within human history: “a standing offense to most of the Governments of the world, and to some narrow and bigoted people among ourselves.” Speaking to an audience with a very recent memory of civil war, Douglass then recalled a not-too-distant history when “even brave men might look fearfully at the destiny of the Republic.” This was the undertow of reactionary politics that continued to endanger America’s capacity to reach its potential because of its fixation on race.

			The real trouble with us was never our system or form of Government, or the principles underlying it; but the peculiar composition of our people, the relations existing between them and the compromising spirit which controlled the ruling power of the country.

			We have for a long time hesitated to adopt and may yet refuse to adopt, and carry out, the only principle which can solve that difficulty and give peace, strength and security to the Republic, and that is the principle of absolute equality.

			We are a country of all extremes—ends and opposites; the most conspicuous example of composite nationality in the world. Our people defy all the ethnological and logical classifications. In races we range all the way from black to white, with intermediate shades which, as in the apocalyptic vision, no man can name a number.

			In regard to creeds and faiths, the condition is no better, and no worse. Differences both as to race and to religion are evidently more likely to increase than to diminish.

			We stand between the populous shores of two great oceans. Our land is capable of supporting one fifth of all the globe. Here, labor is abundant and here labor is better remunerated than any where else. All moral, social and geographical causes, conspire to bring to us the peoples of all other over populated countries.

			Europe and Africa are already here, and the Indian was here before either. He stands today between the two extremes of black and white, too proud to claim fraternity with either, and yet too weak to withstand the power of either. Heretofore the policy of our government has been governed by race pride, rather than by wisdom. Until recently, neither the Indian nor the negro has been treated as a part of the body politic. No attempt has been made to inspire either with a sentiment of patriotism, but the hearts of both races have been diligently sown with the dangerous seeds of discontent and hatred.

			The policy of keeping the Indians to themselves, has kept the tomahawk and scalping knife busy upon our borders, and has cost us largely in blood and treasure. Our treatment of the negro has slacked humanity, and filled the country with agitation and ill-feeling and brought the nation to the verge of ruin.

			Before the relations of these two races are satisfactorily settled, and in spite of all opposition, a new race is making its appearance within our borders, and claiming attention. It is estimated that not less than one hundred thousand Chinamen, are now within the limits of the United States. Several years ago every vessel, large or small, of steam or sail, bound to our Pacific coast and hailing from the Flowery kingdom, added to the number and strength of this new element of our population.

			Men differ widely as to the magnitude of this potential Chinese immigration. The fact that by the late treaty with China, we bind ourselves to receive immigrants from that country only as the subjects of the Emperor, and by the construction, at least, are bound not to [naturalize] them, and the further fact that Chinamen themselves have a superstitious devotion to their country and an aversion to permanent location in any other, contracting even to have their bones carried back, should they die abroad, and from the fact that many have returned to China, and the still more stubborn [fact] that resistance to their coming has increased rather than diminished, it is inferred that we shall never have a large Chinese population in America. This however is not my opinion.

			It may be admitted that these reasons, and others, may check and moderate the tide of immigration; but it is absurd to think that they will do more than this. Counting their number now, by the thousands, the time is not remote when they will count them by the millions. The Emperor’s hold upon the Chinamen may be strong, but the Chinaman’s hold upon himself is stronger.

			Treaties against naturalization, like all other treaties, are limited by circumstances. As to the superstitious attachment of the Chinese to China, that, like all other superstitions, will dissolve in the light and heat of truth and experience. The Chinaman may be a bigot, but it does not follow that he will continue to be one, tomorrow. He is a man, and will be very likely to act like a man. He will not be long in finding out that a country which is good enough to live in, is good enough to die in; and that a soil that was good enough to hold his body while alive, will be good enough to hold his bones when he is dead.

			Those who doubt a large immigration, should remember that the past furnishes no criterion as a basis of calculation. We live under new and improved conditions of migration, and these conditions are constantly improving. America is no longer an obscure and inaccessible country. Our ships are in every sea, our commerce in every port, our language is heard all around the globe, steam and lightning have revolutionized the whole domain of human thought. Changed all geographical relations, make a day of the present seem equal to a thousand years of the past, and the continent that Columbus only conjectured four centuries ago is now the centre of the world.

			I believe that Chinese immigration on a large scale will yet be our irrepressible fact. The spirit of race pride will not always prevail. The reasons for this opinion are obvious; China is a vastly overcrowded country. Her people press against each other like cattle in a rail car. Many live upon the water, and have laid out streets upon the waves. Men, like bees, want elbow room. When the hive is overcrowded, the bees will swarm, and will be likely to take up their abode where they find the best prospect for honey. In matters of this sort, men are very much like bees. Hunger will not be quietly endured, even in the Celestial Empire, when it is once generally known that there is bread enough and to spare in America. What Satan said of Job is true of the Chinaman, as well as of other men, “All that a man hath will he give for his life.” They will come here to live where they know the means of living are in abundance.

			The same mighty forces which have swept our shores with the overflowing populations of Europe; which have reduced the people of Ireland three millions below its normal standard; will operate in a similar manner upon the hungry population of China and other parts of Asia. Home has its charms, and native land has its charms, but hunger, oppression, and destitution, will dissolve these charms and send men in search of new countries and new homes.

			Not only is there a Chinese motive behind this probable immigration, but there is also an American motive which will play its part, one which will be all the more active and energetic because there is in it an element of pride, of bitterness, and revenge.

			Southern gentlemen who led in the late rebellion, have not parted with their convictions at this point, any more than at others. They want to be independent of the negro. They believed in slavery and they believe in it still. They believed in an aristocratic class and they believe in it still, and though they have lost slavery, one element essential to such a class, they still have two important conditions to the reconstruction of that class. They have intelligence and they have land. Of these, the land is the more important. They cling to it with all the tenacity of a cherished superstition. They will neither sell to the negro, nor let the carpet baggers have it in peace, but are determined to hold it for themselves and their children forever. They have not yet learned that when a principle is gone, the incident must go also; that what was wise and proper under slavery, is foolish and mischievous in a state of general liberty; that the old bottles are worthless when the new wine has come; but they have found that land is a doubtful benefit where there are no hands to it.

			Hence these gentlemen have turned their attention to the Celestial Empire. They would rather have laborers who will work for nothing; but as they cannot get the negroes on these terms, they want Chinamen who, they hope, will work for next to nothing.[22]

			

			—

			In language at turns soaring and jarring, Douglass cut through America’s debates over federalism, states’ rights, and the economic interests and anxieties of white Americans. The core issue was how to reconcile America’s composite nature, and whether true equality is possible among people of different races. Douglass saw racialized distinctions as an absurdity, pointing out that the spectrum of human complexions is filled “with intermediate shades” for which “no man can name a number.” Douglass the prophet foreshadowed that this diversity was going to grow, particularly because of the inevitability of migrants seeking opportunity in America.

			Looking backward, Douglass distilled the history of American racism. In words that sound callous to indigenous peoples, he simplified the plight of people like Red Jacket as being “too proud” to assimilate and “too weak” to resist, while arguing that the hatred engendered by anti-Indian racism led to pointless bloodshed. Meanwhile, the treatment of Blacks “brought the nation to the verge of ruin” through civil war. What united the treatment of Blacks and Native Americans was exclusion by whites. This was the context for another non-white population from China. In that way, immigration of non-white peoples was poised to become a litmus test for whether America’s commitment to democracy could be universal.

			Douglass then advanced arguments that resonate to this day. First, the universal nature of human impulses. His language about “the Chinaman” is rife with stereotypes. But the endpoint of his argument is that Chinese people were no different from anyone else. Ancestral connections or fidelity to an emperor were weaker than the desire for a better life provided by emigration. This, he argued, was just as true for people from China as it was for white people from Europe. Therefore, the idea that Chinese people would accept a guest-worker status was a fundamental misunderstanding of human nature. People of all races shared universal aspirations. The impulses that drew people to America would lead them to want to stay, to become American. Douglass argued for an American identity big enough to encompass everyone.

			Second, the inevitability of migration. Douglass described what we would call globalization. People everywhere, he argued, had an increased understanding of opportunities that existed across an ocean. Travel was easier “and these conditions are constantly improving.” Resisting that reality was futile. While one could point to all manner of racism and obstacles thrown up to migration after Douglass spoke—from immigration quotas to a Chinese Exclusion Act that barred further Chinese immigration—he was not wrong. People kept coming; America became more globalized; Americans would look more like the population of the wider world than it had looked in the nineteenth century. Douglass was truth-telling.

			So how would the United States—particularly white Americans—respond to the universal nature of human impulses and the inevitability of migration? Here Douglass made an argument about the relationship between American racism and capitalism. Given American racism, there would be an impulse to exclude non-whites. But given the profit motive behind slave power, there would also be an impulse to exploit non-white labor. “They believed in slavery, and they believe in it still,” Douglass argued, naming the unreconstructed mindset of many former slaveholders and their enablers, “as they cannot get the negroes on these terms, they want Chinamen who, they hope, will work for next to nothing.” While racism compelled some Americans to exclude non-white people, the profit motive of capitalism compelled them to seek cheap labor from non-white peoples who would fuel productivity and prop up standards of living. America, Douglass knew, could not reconcile that contradiction in its immigration policies.

			Douglass had set up pragmatic arguments for what to expect from America’s future. Different people will come to America and want to stay there. It will become easier for them to come. And powerful white people, despite their racism, will want cheap labor, believing that they can maintain political, economic, and social control. “Assuming that this immigration already has a foothold and will continue for many years to come,” Douglass continued, “we have a new element in our national composition.” This new element of the composite nation, he pointed out, would therefore introduce new forms of American racism. “Already has the matter taken this shape in California and on the Pacific Coast generally,” Douglass observed. “Already has California assumed a bitterly unfriendly attitude toward the Chinamen.”

			Douglass then turned to a higher moral case. It is the heart of his argument and a mission statement for multiracial democracy and the role that it can play in remaking the world.

			Repugnance to the presence and influence of foreigners is an ancient feeling among men. It is peculiar to no particular race or nation. It is met with not only in the conduct of one nation toward another, but in the conduct of the inhabitants of different parts of the same country, some times of the same city, and even of the same village. “Lands intersected by a narrow frith, abhor each other. Mountains interposed, make enemies of nations.” To the Hindoo, every man not twice born, is Mleeka. To the Greek, every man not speaking Greek, is a barbarian. To the Jew, every one not circumcised, is a gentile. To the Mahometan, every man not believing in the prophet, is a kaffe. I need not repeat here the multitude of reproachful epithets expressive of the same sentiment among ourselves. All who are not to the manor born, have been made to feel the lash and sting of these reproachful names.

			For this feeling there are many apologies, for there was never yet an error, however flagrant and hurtful, for which some plausible defense could not be framed. Chattel slavery, king craft, priest craft, pious frauds, intolerance, persecution, suicide, assassination, repudiation, and a thousand other errors and crimes, have all had their defenses and apologies.

			Prejudice of race and color has been equally upheld. The two best arguments in its defense are, first, the worthlessness of the class against which it was directed; and, second; that the feeling itself is entirely natural.

			The way to overcome the first argument is, to work for the elevation of those deemed worthless, and thus make them worthy of regard and they will soon become worthy and not worthless. As to the natural argument it may be said, that nature has many sides. Many things are in a certain sense natural, which are neither wise nor best. It is natural to walk, but shall men therefore refuse to ride? It is natural to ride on horseback, shall men therefore refuse steam and rail? Civilization is itself a constant war upon some forces in nature; shall we therefore abandon civilization and go back to savage life?

			Nature has two voices, the one is high, the other low; one is in sweet accord with reason and justice, and the other apparently at war with both. The more men really know of the essential nature of things, and of the true relation of mankind, the freer they are from prejudices of every kind. The child is afraid of the giant form of his own shadow. This is natural, but he will part with his fears when he is older and wiser. So ignorance is full of prejudice, but it will disappear with enlightenment. But I pass on.

			I have said that the Chinese will come, and have given some reasons why we may expect them in very large numbers in no very distant future. Do you ask, if I favor such immigration, I answer I would. Would you have them naturalized, and have them invested with all the rights of American citizenship? I would. Would you allow them to vote? I would. Would you allow them to hold office? I would.

			But are there not reasons against all this? Is there not such a law or principle as that of self-preservation? Does not every race owe something to itself? Should it not attend to the dictates of common sense? Should not a superior race protect itself from contact with inferior ones? Are not the white people the owners of this continent? Have they not the right to say, what kind of people shall be allowed to come here and settle? Is there not such a thing as being more generous than wise? In the effort to promote civilization may we not corrupt and destroy what we have? Is it best to take on board more passengers than the ship will carry?

			To all of this and more I have one among many answers, together satisfactory to me, though I cannot promise that it will be so to you.

			I submit that this question of Chinese immigration should be settled upon higher principles than those of a cold and selfish expediency.

			There are such things in the world as human rights. They rest upon no conventional foundation, but are external, universal, and indestructible. Among these, is the right of locomotion; the right of migration; the right which belongs to no particular race, but belongs alike to all and to all alike. It is the right you assert by staying here, and your fathers asserted by coming here. It is this great right that I assert for the Chinese and Japanese, and for all other varieties of men equally with yourselves, now and forever. I know of no rights of race superior to the rights of humanity, and when there is a supposed conflict between human and national rights, it is safe to go to the side of humanity. I have great respect for the blue eyed and light haired races of America. They are a mighty people. In any struggle for the good things of this world they need have no fear. They have no need to doubt that they will get their full share.

			But I reject the arrogant and scornful theory by which they would limit migratory rights, or any other essential human rights to themselves, and which would make them the owners of this great continent to the exclusion of all other races of men.

			I want a home here not only for the negro, the mulatto and the Latin races; but I want the Asiatic to find a home here in the United States, and feel at home here, both for his sake and for ours. Right wrongs no man. If respect is had to majorities, the fact that only one fifth of the population of the globe is white, the other four fifths are colored, ought to have some weight and influence in disposing of this and similar questions. It would be a sad reflection upon the laws of nature and upon the idea of justice, to say nothing of a common Creator, if four fifths of mankind were deprived of the rights of migration to make room for the one fifth. If the white race may exclude all other races from this continent, it may rightfully do the same in respect to all other lands, islands, capes and continents, and thus have all the world to itself. Thus what would seem to belong to the whole, would become the property only of a part. So much for what is right, now let us see what is wise.

			And here I hold that a liberal and brotherly welcome to all who are likely to come to the United States, is the only wise policy which this nation can adopt.

			It has been thoughtfully observed, that every nation, owing to its peculiar character and composition, has a definite mission in the world. What that mission is, and what policy is best adapted to assist in its fulfillment, is the business of its people and its statesmen to know, and knowing, to make a noble use of said knowledge.

			I need to stop here to name or describe the missions of other and more ancient nationalities. Ours seems plain and unmistakable. Our geographical position, our relation to the outside world, our fundamental principles of Government, world embracing in their scope and character, our vast resources, requiring all manner of labor to develop them, and our already existing composite population, all conspire to one grand end, and that is to make us the make perfect national illustration of the unit and dignity of the human family, that the world has ever seen.

			In whatever else other nations may have been great and grand, our greatness and grandeur will be found in the faithful application of the principle of perfect civil equality to the people of all races and of all creeds, and to men of no creeds. We are not only bound to this position by our organic structure and by our revolutionary antecedents, but by the genius of our people. Gathered here, from all quarters of the globe by a common aspiration for rational liberty as against caste, divine right Governments and privileged classes, it would be unwise to be found fighting against ourselves and among ourselves; it would be madness to set up any one race above another, or one religion above another, or proscribe any on account of race, color or creed.

			The apprehension that we shall be swamped or swallowed up by Mongolian civilization; that the Caucasian race may not be able to hold their own against that vast incoming population, does not seem entitled to much respect. Though they come as the waves come, we shall be stronger if we receive them as friends and give them a reason for loving our country and our institutions. They will find here a deeply rooted, indigenous, growing civilization, augmented by an ever increasing stream of immigration from Europe; and possession is nine points of the law in this case, as well as in others. They will come as strangers, we are at home. They will come to us, not we to them. They will come in their weakness, we shall meet them in our strength. They will come as individuals, we will meet them in multitudes, and with all the advantages of organization. Chinese children are in American schools in San Francisco, none of our children are in Chinese schools, and probably never will be, though in some things they might well teach us valuable lessons. Contact with these yellow children of the Celestial Empire would convince us that the points of human difference, great as they, upon first sight, seem, are as nothing compared with the points of human agreement. Such contact would remove mountains of prejudice.

			It is said that it is not good for man to be alone. This is true not only in the sense in which our woman’s rights friends so zealously and wisely teach, but it is true as to nations.

			The voice of civilization speaks an unmistakable language against the isolation of families, nations and races, and pleads for composite nationality as essential to her triumphs.[23]

			

			—

			In timeless language, Douglass demolished the logic of racism and asserted the irreducible value of equality and the strength of multiracial democracy, the thing America could be.

			Douglass began by making his task harder, so that his audience wouldn’t think him naïve. He named the inevitability—the universality—of racism itself. In language that likely drew laughs, he ticked off each race, ethnicity, or religion’s put-down about the Other. No group of people is above prejudice. He did this as a victim of slavery, the ultimate form of racial subjugation. Then he distilled racism down to two causes—“the worthlessness of the class against which it was directed; and, second; that the feeling itself is entirely natural.” Then, he went to work.

			Worthlessness, he argued, could be overcome through empowerment. It’s a very American idea, the invisible link that connected Douglass to Franklin, the son of a slave to the son of a Puritan. Like Maria Stewart, Douglass was at times challenging to Black audiences. But he always stressed the government’s role in ensuring equality—so that Blacks were not subjected to structural discrimination and exclusion; so that they were provided with the same suffrage, civil rights, education, and opportunities as other citizens. That is the “work” Douglass alluded to when he spoke of the need “to work for the elevation of those deemed worthless.” You can’t tell people to pull themselves up when you’ve built a system to push them down.

			Of even greater concern to Douglass was the need to combat the presumption that racism is inevitable in America because it is natural. Recall that at the beginning of the speech he defined nations as “a sign and a result of civilization.” He returned to that theme in this passage, arguing that civilization is the means through which a group of people overcome a state of nature that is “neither wise nor best.” Embracing racism as natural, Douglass argued, was akin to choosing to walk rather than riding on horseback, steamboat, or railway. It is the racists who were intent on going “back to savage life” because they were too uncivilized to overcome base human impulses. Wisdom is thus linked to anti-racism: “The more men really know of the essential nature of things,” he argued, “the freer they are from prejudices of every kind.”

			Following that logic, racism represented the opposite of what the United States was supposed to be as a nation founded on Enlightenment principles. Douglass detested colonization schemes to ship Black Americans out of the country, in part because it would confirm that racism was an insurmountable force for American society. It would be an admission of failure. That is why his arguments against slavery encompassed slaveholding whites imprisoned by prejudice as well as Blacks imprisoned in servitude. “There is no such thing as immediate Emancipation,” he once argued, “either for the master or for the slave.” True emancipation required slavery to be unlearned, so that the “invisible chains of slavery” would be broken.[24]

			Having attacked racism in the abstract, Douglass circled back to the matter of Chinese immigration, knowing it is easier to live your values in the abstract than in reality. He posed, as questions, the most radical form of inclusion, which drew little political support at the time, including from Northern liberals who were his political allies. Yes, he argued, he would favor Chinese immigration, citizenship, suffrage, and office-holding. Isn’t that the logic of the true equality that America is supposed to stand for? This is the activist, planting a foot well ahead of public opinion in the hope of changing it. The counter arguments, which Douglass then enumerated, boiled down to different versions of the “great replacement theory”: visions of hordes of non-white people supplanting whites, taking pieces of a shrinking economic pie, somehow overwhelming the nation’s considerable living space.

			Taking aim at these arguments, Douglass reached the heart of his speech. “There are such things in the world as human rights,” he declared. “They rest upon no conventional foundation, but are external, universal, and indestructible.” External. Universal. Indestructible. Up to this point, Douglass had relied on logical argumentation to buttress his case; here, he turned to moral truth. Human rights are natural rights—in the words of the Declaration of Independence, inalienable rights. Was that not the basis for America’s birth as a nation? Throughout our history, some Americans have contorted themselves trying to explain away how our founding assertion of independence from a sovereign was somehow compatible with inequities under the law and in the broader society. Douglass made plain that it is not compatible. If you believe that human beings are equal, how can you treat some human beings differently than others?

			Douglass then claimed America’s origin story of migration—the story of Puritans, Quakers, and all manner of persecuted and impoverished Europeans—for all people. “It is the right you assert by staying here,” he declared, “and your fathers asserted by coming here.” If people like Franklin’s Puritan father could flee oppression to reach the American continent, why should that same right be denied to Chinese people? White people, Douglass argued, have no unique claim to a continent that was not even their ancestral home in the first place. “I want a home here not only for the negro, the mulatto and the Latin races,” he said, “but I want the Asiatic to find a home here in the United States, and feel at home here, both for his sake and for ours.” He then framed his argumentation in the same way that Red Jacket did in arguing for a diversity of religions. If God made all people, why did he make most of them non-white?

			Douglass fused moral arguments with a practical one. The composite nation that the United States should be represented its full potential. He returned to the notes he struck at the outset of his speech: America’s size, resources, labor, and form of government, but also its composite peoples: “all conspire to one grand end, and that is to make us the perfect national illustration of the unity and dignity of the human family that the world has ever seen.” A purer statement of American exceptionalism cannot be found. It is diversity itself—lived upon the vast richness of the American continent—that sets the United States apart from other nations. We contain the multitudes of humanity in one composite unit. Diversity. Equity. Inclusion. That is our strength.

			What, then, stands in the way of this American exceptionalism? Once again, Douglass pointed to sectarian politics: “it would be unwise to be found fighting against ourselves and among ourselves; it would be madness to set up any one race above another, or one religion above another.” Douglass directly confronted white people’s fear of replacement. White people were wealthy and established. Why should they fear new people coming here from a position of such relative advantage? Chinese immigrants will go to American schools, not the other way around. Moreover, we would all have something to gain from welcoming Chinese immigrants. “Such contact,” he said, “would remove mountains of prejudice.”

			There were, Douglass argued, untold benefits to be gained from diversity. “All great qualities are never found in any one man or in any one race,” he continued. “The whole of humanity, like the whole of everything else, is ever greater than a part.” That was the opportunity of a composite nation—the capacity to encompass, within one unit, the attributes and potential of all races.

			Not the least among the arguments whose consideration should dispose to welcome among us the peoples of all countries, nationalities and color, is the fact that all races and varieties of men are improvable. This is the grand distinguishing attribute of humanity and separates man from all other animals. If it could be shown that any particular race of men are literally incapable of improvement, we might hesitate to welcome them here. But no such men are anywhere to be found, and if there were, it is not likely that they would ever trouble us with their presence.

			The fact that the Chinese and other nations desire to come and do come, is a proof of their capacity for improvement and of their fitness to come.

			We should take council of both nature and art in the consideration of this question. When the architect intends a grand structure, he makes the foundation broad and strong. We should imitate this prudence in laying the foundation of the future Republic. There is a law of harmony in departments of nature. The oak is in the acorn. The career and destiny of individual men are enfolded in the elements of which they are composed. The same is true of a nation. It will be something or it will be nothing. It will be great, or it will be small, according to its own essential qualities. As these are rich and varied, or poor and simple, slender and feeble, broad and strong, so will be the life and destiny of the nation itself.

			The stream cannot rise higher than its source. The ship cannot sail faster than the wind. The flight of the arrow depends upon the strength and elasticity of the bow; and as with these, so with a nation.

			If we would reach a degree of civilization higher and grander than any yet attained, we should welcome to our ample continent all nations, kindreds [sic] tongues and peoples; and as fast as they learn our language and comprehend the duties of citizenship, we should incorporate them into the American body politic. The outspread wings of the American eagle are broad enough to shelter all who are likely to come.

			As a matter of selfish policy, leaving right and humanity out of the question, we cannot wisely pursue any other course. Other Governments mainly depend for security upon the sword; ours depends mainly upon the friendship of its people. In all matters, in time of peace, in time of war, and at all times, it makes its appeal to all the people, and to all classes of the people. Its strength lies in their friendship and cheerful support in every time of need, and that policy is a mad one which would reduce the number of its friends by excluding those who would come, or by alienating those who are already here.[25]

			

			—

			Like a composer returning to a melody within a symphony, Douglass constantly revisited ideas that he had already sounded. Having deconstructed racism and established the benefit of embracing multitudes, Douglass returned to the idea of empowerment. No race of people, he argued, should be rejected as worthless, because each has the potential for improvement.

			Douglass was uniquely suited to make this argument because his own achievements disproved the idea that Black people could not achieve self-improvement. To make his case, he drew upon the irrefutable logic of aspiration itself: “The fact that the Chinese and other nations desire to come and do come,” he argued, “is a proof of their capacity for improvement.” Shouldn’t the United States want the risk-takers, the strivers, the type of people who demonstrate a desire to improve themselves through the act of emigration? Douglass arrived at a conclusion that drew on Lincoln’s call for “a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.” Inverting that logic, Douglass argued that to deny entry to people based on race or nationality would lead America to “reduce the number of its friends by excluding those who would come, or by alienating those who are already here.”

			Winding down his speech, Douglass returned to the arguments against his thinking. “Now let me answer briefly,” he said, “some objections to the general scope of my arguments.”

			I am told that science is against me; that races are not all of one origin, and that the unity theory of human origin has been exploded. I admit that this is a question that has two sides. It is impossible to trace the threads of human history sufficiently near their starting point to know much about the origin of races.

			In disposing of this question whether we shall welcome or repel immigration from China, Japan, or elsewhere, we may leave the differences among the theological doctors to be settled by themselves.

			Whether man originated at one time and one or another place; whether there was one Adam or five, or five hundred, does not affect the question.

			The grand right of migration and the great wisdom of incorporating foreign elements into our body politic, are founded not upon any genealogical or archeological theory, however learned, but upon the broad fact of a common human nature.

			Man is man, the world over. This fact is affirmed and admitted in any effort to deny it. The sentiments we exhibit, whether love or hate, confidence or fear, respect or contempt, will always imply a like humanity.

			A smile or a tear has not nationality; joy and sorrow speak alike to all nations, and they, above all the confusion of tongues, proclaim the brotherhood of man.[26]

			

			—

			This was Douglass at his most idealistic and personal. His language on smiles and tears echoed that of Shakespeare’s Shylock—“If you prick us, do we not bleed?” Despite his occasional generalizations, he always returned to the idea that people of all complexions were essentially the same. Later in life, after his first wife died, Douglass married a white woman named Helen Pitts. When he faced widespread derision for his choice from whites and Blacks alike, Douglass declared that “God Almighty made but one race”—a plea made more poignant by the brutal circumstances of Douglass’s own mixed-race birth.[27] This composite man, with the blood of different races within him, took profound offense at the notion that he could not make his own choices about the complexion of his partner.

			Douglass ended by re-emphasizing the plain truth that it was the racist who makes trouble among the races, not the fact of diversity itself.

			I close these remarks as I began. If our action shall be in accordance with the principles of justice, liberty, and perfect human equality, no eloquence can adequately portray the greatness and grandeur of the future of the Republic.

			We shall spread the network of our science and civilization over all who seek their shelter whether from Asia, Africa, or the Isles of the sea. We shall mold them all, each after his kind, into Americans; Indian and Celt; negro and Saxon; Latin and Teuton; Mongolian and Caucasian; Jew and Gentile; all shall here bow to the same law, speak the same language, support the same Government, enjoy the same liberty, vibrate with the same national enthusiasm, and seek the same national ends.[28]

			

			—

			In a world that has been shaped by nationalism rooted in ethnicity, religion, or sect, the radicalism of this statement will always endure. Douglass delivered a nationalist address that confronted the impulse to exclusionary nationalism which has caused so much war and suffering. A nation, like an individual, could learn a different form of civilization, one in which a composite nation would be inherently stronger than a uniform one. It was a vision of a civic identity available to all and consistent with the language of the founders. At a moment when he saw a new American republic rising from the ashes of civil war, Douglass told our better story.
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			As Frederick Douglass traveled the country delivering his vision of a composite nation, the Ku Klux Klan spread a counter-message of racial terror across the South. Established by Confederate veterans, the group targeted and murdered Blacks, particularly those who sought empowerment through education, politics, business, or property ownership. The radical Republicans pushed through the 15th Amendment granting Blacks the right to vote in 1869, but white supremacists went to work suppressing it—through violence and legal justifications wrapped up in the language of states’ rights. Two visions of America—Alexander Stephens’s “Cornerstone” Speech, and Douglass’s “Composite Nation”—remained at war with each other.[29]

			Reconstruction lost momentum as the Civil War drifted into the past. In the South, sharecropping and segregation protected white supremacy while placing a ceiling on Black empowerment. Republicans lost their grip on Congress in 1874 following an economic collapse that saw stocks crash, businesses fail, and jobs disappear; the economic anxiety of the whites was a more pressing concern than spending national resources on freed slaves. With the return of Democrats to political power, the South rose again, as people like Alexander Stephens returned to the ruling class. As Douglass feared, the reconciliation of Southern and Northern white Americans pushed the concerns of Blacks to the margins. By 1877, federal troops were withdrawn from the former Confederacy. The radical period of Reconstruction was over, with the promise of multiracial democracy unkept.[30]

			In 1882, Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, which prohibited Chinese immigration to the United States—a ban that would hold until World War II. In 1883, the Supreme Court found that the 14th Amendment applied only to states, limiting the scope of the federal government’s power to protect civil rights.[31] This established a pattern that would repeat itself for decades, as a reactionary Court defanged efforts to protect rights and defended the legal basis for segregation. Douglass raged at the legal theory of interpreting the founders’ original intent that enabled this expansive view of states’ rights: How is it that originalism applied to the supposed intent of the drafters of the Constitution, but not to the intent of those who drafted the 14th and 15th Amendments?

			The failure of Reconstruction cast Douglass back into the role of activist, now fighting to defend the truth of what had happened. He thundered against the betrayal of the Civil War’s meaning: “I may say if this war is to be forgotten,” he said in one speech, “I ask in the name of all things sacred what shall men remember?”[32] He knew the danger of the Lost Cause—a South that seemed more intent on shaping the understanding of the war than a North that had won it. In words that sting when juxtaposed with the reasoned arguments of his “Composite Nation” address, he later lamented that “this color hate is so universal and intense.”[33] He was ground down by the natural state of American racism, the incapacity for Blacks to lift themselves up. “When he shakes off his rags and wretchedness and presumes to be a man,” he said of Black Americans, “he contradicts this popular standard and becomes an offense to his surroundings.”[34]

			And yet his insistence on remembering led him to defend what had been achieved in his lifetime—the abolition of slavery and the entry of Blacks like himself into the nation’s political life. He moved to Washington and lived in the heart of the city’s postwar Black community. He campaigned for the Republican Party in every presidential election. He held public office, serving as the first Black marshal of the District of Columbia, overseeing the machinery of the capitol’s law enforcement, which once enforced the Fugitive Slave Act. He took in his estranged brother, who had been held in slavery for decades in Louisiana, and reconciled with his old master, saying “I regarded him as I did myself, a victim of the circumstances of birth, education, law, and custom.”[35] Even as he thundered against injustice, he urged people to not lose pride in what they’d done: History merited a long view, and you could be simultaneously proud of what you’d done in the past, dissatisfied with the present, and hopeful about a future that you might not even live to see.
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			In “Composite Nation,” Douglass outlined his vision of a multiracial democracy and then spent the rest of his life fighting against forces that stood in its way. By his last years, he had come full circle—travelling the country and delivering jeremiads. He mentored a young Ida B. Wells, urging her onto the speaking circuit and uplifting her work exposing the horror of lynching. “There is no Negro problem,” he argued near the end of his life at the Chicago World’s Fair, an exposition filled with racialized exhibitions. “The problem is whether the American people have honesty enough, loyalty enough, honor enough, patriotism enough to live up to their Constitution.”[36] The composite nation, to Douglass, remained the true America.

			On the day he died, Douglass sat next to Susan B. Anthony at a meeting dedicated to women’s rights. He then passed away in a home filled with portraits of his fellow abolitionist warriors—men like John Brown, William Lloyd Garrison, and Toussaint Louverture, just as his own legacy would be carried forward by people like Wells and the young W.E.B. Du Bois who had heard him speak. A crowd of thousands of people, Black and white, rich and poor, filed by the old orator’s coffin. Tributes poured in from the next generation. Du Bois urged Black Americans to study the example of Douglass so that they could engage in “careful conscientious emulation.”[37] The struggle between the composite nation and its reactionary opposition did not die with Douglass—it passed into new hands.
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				Anna Dickinson: 
Celebrity Suffragette
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				“Why should a government, professing freedom to all, deny it to about one-half of its citizens?”

			

			1868

			While Frederick Douglass was envisioning a composite nation, Anna Dickinson was packing lecture halls across the country to make a lacerating case for women’s suffrage. A sensational speaker in her mid-twenties, Dickinson had a clear and confident voice that held audiences spellbound, stirring their conscience and making them feel a connection both to her and to the cause she espoused.

			This was a golden age of American oratory. In churches, schools, parks, universities, and other civic institutions, Americans gathered to hear speakers who were as famous as athletes and entertainers are today. In a time before large-scale sports leagues, films, or amplified music, a visiting speaker was an occasion for communal experience and contemplation. The nation’s many newspapers reprinted these speeches, enlarging their audiences and filling the space which is today occupied by televised punditry, talk radio, podcasts, and social media influencers.

			The roots of this American speaking circuit reached back to 1820s New England, when the Lyceum movement emerged—the word “lyceum” harkened back to Aristotle and his belief that Athens should become a republic of letters. The first Lyceum society was established in Massachusetts as a venue where citizens could gather to hear lectures, participate in debates, and inform themselves about the issues of the day. Over the next two decades, thousands of lyceums were formed to offer platforms for public intellectuals, who were paid to discuss issues like abolition, women’s rights, temperance, and democracy.

			By the 1850s, the lyceum circuit had evolved into an entertainment vehicle as well as a forum for education, as writers, artists, and activists travelled the country. Attendees could expect to see Ralph Waldo Emerson or a magician. In the years after the Civil War, the professionalization of public speaking expanded. Lyceum bureaus were established to represent speakers; for a commission, these bureaus would book tours, negotiate fees, and handle the intricacies of scheduling and travel arrangements. Where American fame has taken hold, agents and managers have always played a role.[1]

			Though only in her twenties, by 1868 Anna Dickinson was one of the most famous women in America. She had spent the Civil War years demanding total Union victory, women’s rights, and equality between the races. Newspapers tracked her movements and debated her utterances. Powerful men and women craved her attention. Her likeness was mass-produced on cards.[2] Such was Dickinson’s celebrity that she earned the nickname “America’s Joan of Arc” and became the first woman invited to speak on politics to the US Congress, though her ascent also created clouds of controversy that would envelop her in the years that followed.

			Indeed, Dickinson can be seen as an origin figure for modern American celebrity who lived the contradictions of the postbellum era. She was an independent woman whose success was buttressed by powerful men. She was a public intellectual scrutinized for her physical appearance. She was courted by leaders of the women’s movement like Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton until they could no longer abide her independent streak. She rose on the speaker’s circuit and clung to flickering fame as an actress. Her story foreshadows what has happened to many American women who achieve youthful celebrity, only to be torn down and discarded by the same forces that built them up. A brilliant thinker, by the age of forty-seven she was forcibly detained by a group of family and neighbors who claimed that she was insane.

			This arc of Dickinson’s life lends poignancy to her 1868 lecture “Idiots and Women,” which reflected her effort to build on the achievement of Black suffrage by extending that right to women. With her characteristic blend of piercing logic and biting humor, the speech lampooned the fact that the only remaining Americans denied the right to vote were men deemed insane and women. Her style was more accessible than a politician’s, coarser than a preacher’s, and more personal than most public intellectuals’. “She talks fast, uses no notes whatever, never hesitates for a word, always gets the right word in the right place, and has the most perfect confidence in herself,” Mark Twain once observed (though he, too, soured on her). “Her prose poetry charms, her eloquence thrills, her pathos often moves to tears, her satire cuts to the quick.”[3]

			Dickinson’s words added fuel to the suffrage movement, which survived America’s reactionary turn but had to wait until 1920 to achieve a Constitutional amendment. She also reflected a broader cultural awakening, as women took aim at the absurdities of patriarchy well beyond voting laws. Her speeches helped give American women a greater voice in political debates and inspired a generation of women to join them. The way her life played out, and the fact that she was largely forgotten, also underscored the very arguments that she made about how American society juxtaposed idiots and women. Her story, like her satire, cuts to the quick.
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			Anna Dickinson’s meteoric rise accompanied the nation’s descent into civil war. She was born in 1842 to a family of Quaker abolitionists who boarded fugitive slaves in their Philadelphia home. Her father died when she was two years old and her family often struggled with money, a fact that would cloud her later years. Her formal education ended at fifteen, but within months she published a letter in William Lloyd Garrison’s newspaper, The Liberator. In it, she expressed outrage over the case of a Kentucky teacher who’d been tarred and feathered for opposing slavery, and cultivated a sense of incredulity at injustice that she sustained throughout her life.[4]

			Dickinson was not content with the status quo, politically or in her personal ambition. Girls her age were generally expected to become wives and mothers, not professional public speakers, which was a largely male enterprise. There were exceptions: Maria Stewart’s brief run in Boston, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s fame after publishing Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Sojourner Truth’s activism, or the rising prominence of Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. But when a teenage Dickinson started work as a teacher and then got a job at Philadelphia’s mint in the late 1850s, there was little reason to believe that someone like her could achieve fame as a public speaker.

			Yet there was something irrepressible about Anna Dickinson. At seventeen, she stood up to debate a man at a public Quaker meeting after he said that his daughters were destined to be domestic. Dickinson countered that the man’s daughters were being conditioned for that kind of life rather than choosing it. “In Heaven’s name, Sir,” she protested, “what else is to be expected of such a father?”[5] She struck a nerve and was invited to speak at the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society. “Even if the word slave is not in the Constitution the idea is,” she argued, demanding reform.[6] From the beginning of her career, there was newspaper coverage and public curiosity about this teenage girl who didn’t shy away from debating older men or opining on the thorniest issues of the day. One of her early speeches was on “The Rights and Wrongs of Women,” in which, like Maria Stewart, she fused arguments for abolition and gender equality.

			As Southern states seceded and civil war commenced, the teenaged Dickinson became a travelling speaker, demanding that the Union embrace a more radical politics and prosecution of the war. In the fall of 1861, Garrison helped arrange larger audiences for her in the Northeast. By 1862, she had been dismissed from her job at the US mint for criticizing the battlefield passivity of Union General George McClellan and was addressing several thousand people in Boston. By 1863, the New Hampshire Republican Party was paying her to barnstorm the state, delivering dozens of speeches attacking traitorous Democrats; when Republicans prevailed, she was given much of the credit. The same thing happened in Connecticut. “She has no equal in Connecticut,” one Republican official reported. “People wild with enthusiasm.”[7] Dickinson, The Hartford Post marveled, was “not a woman but a girl 20 years of age, a Joan of Arc sent into the field.”[8]

			Dickinson’s celebrity grew as an orator who motivated voters, a moralist who stirred passions, a striking young woman upending convention. After seeing her at New York’s venerable Cooper Union, Elizabeth Cady Stanton remarked that she was “so deeply moved, so exalted, so lost in overflowing gratitude, that woman had revealed her power in oratory.”[9] Newspapers dissected her physical appearance. She had dark eyes and a powerful voice that left a lasting impression. But the descriptions didn’t stop there. “She has a full, gracefully rounded figure,” read one.[10] Another journalist noted her “plump, round, supple figure of about medium height, with graceful outlines half concealed by the neatly fitting dress,” as well as “a broad, rich mouth with ripe lips that curve in a score of expressions.”[11] This brilliant political figure could be reduced to a physical specimen, sexualized instead of being taken seriously.

			In January 1864, Republicans invited Dickinson to speak in the hall of the House of Representatives. Abraham and Mary Lincoln attended along with senators, congressmen, and a packed house of interested onlookers—one report described it as the “largest audience ever assembled there.” No American woman had ever been afforded such an honor. She was barely twenty-one, casting her eyes over that powerful audience at the height of the Civil War. Yet, as one diarist noted, “she was perfectly self-possessed.”[12]

			Dickinson’s words give us a sense of her fearlessness. She excoriated the Democratic Party. She mocked tentative generals. She condemned the timidity of politicians. “We had heard long the sharp cries of torture coming up from the house of bondage. We had heard this. What was it to us?” she demanded to know. Now Blacks were fighting for the Union. “Dying for the country, they should be recognized as citizens thereof.” Dickinson staked out positions that implicitly criticized Lincoln’s moderation as he sat in the audience. Equal pay for Black soldiers. No amnesty for defeated Confederates. A Constitutional amendment guaranteeing equality for Blacks and protection from a white supremacist Supreme Court. “In 1787,” she argued, “slavery was supposed to be almost dying. It did not die, and the little draft then let open had kindled a tempest of consuming fire.” She demanded that slavery be “dead and buried, its epitaph written by the point of the sword and the bayonet.”[13]

			Having breathed fire on behalf of the more radical part of the Republican agenda, Dickinson declared her support for Lincoln’s reelection. The applause was thunderous. Republicans celebrated their Joan of Arc. Democrats dialed up their attacks—one newspaper described her speaking as “a moral and social monstrosity.” And, of course, some fixated on her appearance. The Washington Chronicle noted that the woman who addressed the audience was a “young, red-lipped, slim-waisted girl, with curls cut short, as if for school.”[14]

			Through the end of the war, Dickinson travelled across the Union speaking. She continued to be more radical than Lincoln, but didn’t follow Anthony and Stanton in refusing to support him. She joined Frederick Douglass in recruiting Black soldiers. She stayed in the homes of other activists, sometimes forging deep connections with both men and women, leaving her hosts or hostesses writing plaintive letters for her to return. After Lincoln’s assassination, she delivered an address on “Our Martyred President” before three thousand people in New York.[15]

			Yet by the time the war ended, even as she’d established her own distinctive voice and persona, the interests of others were projected onto her. Republican politicians wanted her endorsement. The women’s movement wanted her inside their tent. Admirers wanted her attention. Her family wanted financial support. Newspaper editors knew she made good copy. In something of a metaphor for the place of women in American politics, the country didn’t know exactly what to do with Anna Dickinson.
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			In the summer of 1866, supporters of President Andrew Johnson held a National Union Convention to support North-South reconciliation. Outraged by Johnson’s reactionary politics, a faction of Republicans held a competing convention in Philadelphia to advocate for a more radical Reconstruction. On the fourth day, the Philadelphia convention fractured over Black suffrage, with some delegates walking out. Amidst this chaos, Frederick Douglass marched to the podium arm in arm with the editor Theodore Tilton and Dickinson, who spoke first. Together, they led a counter-offensive, denouncing the complacency of Republicans and demanding Black suffrage. The convention endorsed their view, which was soon enshrined in the 15th Amendment to the Constitution.[16] Afterward, Douglass thanked Dickinson for “rescuing the great convention of the unreconstructed states from moral and political destruction.”[17]

			The convention had taken place amidst roiling debates about the priorities of Reconstruction. One of those debates prompted a rupture between Douglass and the organized women’s movement led by Anthony and Stanton. For decades, activists had argued for abolition alongside women’s rights. Douglass was present at the creation of the women’s movement in Seneca Falls in 1848, where the delegates asserted that “all men and women are created equal” and endorsed a Declaration of Sentiments, which embraced a litany of women’s issues including property rights within marriage, access to education and opportunity, and the right to vote.

			After the Civil War, Douglass rejected the idea of linking the right to vote for Black men and the nation’s women. The former, he believed, was more urgent and politically feasible. This severing of the suffrage movements widened in the weeks after the 1866 Convention. At a meeting of Anthony’s Equal Rights Association, Douglass defended his position. “With them,” he said of American women, “it is a desirable matter; with us it is important: a question of life and death.” Angered by this split, Anthony turned for funding to an eccentric and racist Democrat.[18]

			Dickinson was twenty-three years old. She did not see her support for the 15th Amendment as irreconcilable with her support for women’s suffrage. Yet Anthony did not see it that way, writing her repeatedly. “Anna,” she wrote in one letter, “as I love you & you love me—and we both love the right—I ask you to imagine the ‘inner light.’ ” She urged Dickinson to offer “your testimony for the enfranchisement of the whole people.” When Dickinson went ahead with her advocacy for Black suffrage, Anthony wrote in another letter that it was a mistake. “I see your speech is not The New Republic—is not woman—but only the black man—whom, as I told you they would—the republicans have thrown overboard—I tell you Anna rats—that is female rats ought to know enough to leave a sinking ship.”[19]

			Even as it strained her relationship with the women’s movement, Dickinson’s independence only underscored her singularity. Speaking was bringing her profit, influence, and fame. She delivered up to one hundred and fifty speeches each year, sometimes staying on the road for several months at a time. Her prominence came at a time when photography was mainstreamed in American life. With the French invention of the carte de visite, affordable photographs of prominent people could be mass-produced like an early version of sports trading cards. Suddenly, the image of the striking young woman was in homes all over the country. Dickinson received fan mail that could be by turns passionate, political, or personal. That American cultural tipping point of a mass public feeling like they have an individual relationship with a celebrity took hold.

			Each summer, Dickinson would write or repurpose her lectures. Her most popular offering told the story of Joan of Arc, but she gravitated to political themes. She delivered an address on “Woman’s Work and Wages” arguing for equal pay. She urged greater employment opportunities for women, more legal rights for wives within marriage, and lamented prostitution. And after her advocacy for Black male suffrage, she urged a 16th Amendment granting women’s suffrage.[20]

			In 1868, with the 15th Amendment on its way to ratification, she started delivering her “Idiots and Women” speech on the circuit. Some state constitutions and voting laws prohibited “idiots, criminals, paupers, and women” from voting. To a provocateur with the instinct of an entertainer, the absurdity of women being placed in the same category as idiots was an alluring entry point. Dickinson knew that, as with other marginalized populations throughout history, women were being illogically suppressed and gaslighted about it.

			Anna Dickinson 
Idiots and Women

			February 20, 1868

			Chicago, Illinois

			Idiots and women! They might say that was not complimentary to her own sex, but what she said was the law. It prescribed that people twenty-one years of age could vote if they were not criminals, paupers, idiots, or women. It was, however, as to the latter class that the law was strictly enforced. What were the poor white in the South but paupers? Yet they voted. Who were criminals if not the men in the South who fought against their country, and the men who, in the North, aided them? Yet they voted. Who too, were idiots, if not the people of the East and West who supported Andrew Johnson? Yet they voted.

			She protested against putting our mothers and sisters in the same category with those she had mentioned. When she was told women were excluded from the ballot, et cetera, on account of a supposed superiority, she could only answer, “Nonsense.” It had been decided some hundreds of years ago in England, that a man could take his wife to the market and sell her; that she had no power over her own children, and that her husband could beat her with a stick the size of his thumb. Such had once been allowed by that common law on which our present laws were based. Had those things been done on account of the superiority of women?

			The clearest thinkers and warmest hearts the world possessed to-day were in favor of woman’s having the ballot. They would not be for it if it would tend to degrade women, notwithstanding what the Advance might say. It was said that customs, prejudices, et cetera., were opposed to the change, and it was true, for custom, antiquity and prejudices were always on the side of existing law.

			Did those who made the laws five hundred years ago know any better than those living to-day what was best for woman? What, then, did the fact amount to that antiquity was opposed to placing the ballot in the hands of women?

			All proposed changes were in the minority at first. When people said they did not wish to argue the matter, and that they believed women should stay at home, and that they had a lifelong conviction on the subject, she would ask them how they got that conviction, and whether they had fully and fairly investigated the question. As a general thing it would be found they had not.

			Why should a government, professing freedom to all, deny it to about one-half of its citizens? Why should it be stated that taxation and representation went always together, and then have woman’s property taxed, while she was denied representation? Why did it happen that in this land there was the worst of aristocracies where the men were the aristocrats and the women the plebeians?[21]

			

			—

			Dickinson was not a politician like Alexander Stephens or Abraham Lincoln, nor an activist quite like Frederick Douglass or Susan B. Anthony. She was, instead, a public intellectual and a professional entertainer. If you came to see her speak, you were going to be informed, challenged, offended, and entertained by a captivating young woman—as you would by a socially conscious stand-up comedian or filmmaker a century later.

			So, her speech was different from a politician’s or professional activist’s: less formal, more conversational, a little risqué. Dickinson demanded your attention immediately—“Idiots and women!”—and then strung together a series of jokes culminating in a political punchline: Male idiots can vote after all; otherwise Andrew Johnson wouldn’t have been elected. The laughter would have rolled across the audience with that sense of watching someone push boundaries and cut the powerful down to size. The joke also would have been cathartic for radical Republicans horrified by Johnson’s presidency. Yet the subject was deadly serious. Embedded within that insult was the core argument of the entire speech: Men who believe they know better clearly do not.

			Dickinson told stories in the third person—she protested against putting our mothers and sisters in the same category. This “she” turned the speech into something of a quest, an effort to interrogate why it is that only idiots and women are denied the right to vote. It was the perspective of a young woman challenging her place in society, which must have been a welcome shock of recognition for women in attendance. It was also a way of making herself the main character: Dickinson, the uncorrupted Joan of Arc, moving through the world and demanding to know why such an absurd status quo prevailed.

			Dickinson wielded questions like weapons. “Did those who made the laws five hundred years ago,” she asked, “know any better than those living to-day what was best for woman?” She was challenging the entire basis of a patriarchal society from a very American perspective: Just because things were done one way in the past doesn’t mean they should be done that way in the future. She mocked the argument that women were denied the right to vote because they were somehow above doing so. If that was the case, why did the same common law tradition allow men to sell or beat their wives? It was, quite obviously to Dickinson, about control.

			Barely a few minutes into the speech, Dickinson reached the heart of the matter. “Why should a government, professing freedom to all, deny it to about one-half of its citizens?” She was going to be funny and pick fights with antagonists, but this was ultimately a moral question. In an age of reform, gender equality was part of the unfinished business of making America live up to its commitment to freedom for all of its people. From that point on, Dickinson relentlessly built a case for women’s suffrage, drawing upon deep reservoirs of incredulity over injustice and hypocrisy. Through her third-person searching, and the questions she hurled at her antagonists, she led her audience through both a moral and a practical case for women’s rights.

			Some said that women had made men their representatives, and given them their proxies. When did that happen? When was it done? She had never authorized any one to vote or speak for her. Woman had all the advantage of responsibility taken away from her.

			She was the most astonished when men stood up in America and said they governed woman because they could do it better than the women themselves could. All history taught that every class legislated for itself and against outsiders. If men legislated better and more generously for women than they would for themselves, how did it happen that there were laws regarding women on the statute-books that were a disgrace to the nineteenth century? Bad laws did not hurt protected women, but they did the helpless ones, and they encouraged bad men in their wicked deeds.

			Not long ago in Wisconsin a man beat his wife until she finally went into a court of law and demanded protection. The court decided that he had full legal authority to do what he had done, and to take her home and to do it as often as he chose. Had any man but that woman’s husband treated her in that way he would have been sent to jail; but her lawful protector was allowed to do what he pleased.

			A woman in Virginia who had been brutally treated by her husband left him and went to another part of the State, and worked and prospered. Her husband found her out, tried to get her to return with him, and, when he failed, entered her home and stole all that she had. When she brought suit, the decision was that her husband had a right to what she earned.

			Not long ago a farmer’s daughter married a schoolmaster in the district where she lived. When her father died, the law took his farm, sold it, gave her one-third of the proceeds, and then remaining two-thirds to others, there having been no will. In the State of Pennsylvania, a father could do what he would with his children, while the mother had no power over them.

			What was to be thought of the laws she had just mentioned? And who could truly say that they were dead letters on the statute-book? Did such laws show that men legislated as well for women as the latter would do for themselves?

			Some said that woman’s representation was in her beauty and in her influence over man. Suppose, however, that the woman was ugly, or that she had no husband to influence, where was her representation?

			No taxation without representation was part of our government. It was what our fathers fought for, and it was what all true American citizens believed in. There were sixty voters in the town she came from, who, altogether, only paid one-twentieth of the tax that she did, she knew where their representation was, but where was hers?

			There was no such thing as virtual representation known in the law, and woman’s influence over man did not amount to so very much. Had, then, men no influence over women? Was it all the other way? She thought not. If woman did not have time to properly inform herself so as to vote understandingly, neither then did she have time to properly inform herself so as to influence men in political matters.

			The Advance said that no one who was orthodox and believed in the Bible, supported the doctrine of giving the ballot to women. She herself was brought up in the old-fashioned orthodox way. She could quote name after name of orthodox people who were in favor of it. “A woman’s place is at home,” said Dr. Holland, and she agreed with him, when a woman had a home. She agreed, too, that woman’s work was not politics; neither was man’s work politics. It was because woman, whose work was not politics, constantly interfered with those whose work it was, that our country had been saved from shame and disgrace.

			If women did not know enough, educate them. Some would say, however, that the trouble lay deeper than that; that it was in woman herself. Did she not know at the very least as much as the ignorant foreigners who came to New York? It was true that some women were good for nothing, and knew nothing. Why? Because God made them so to match some men.[22]

			

			—

			If Dickinson drew her audience in with jokes, questions, and combative common sense, she got them to listen more carefully when she got to individual stories: the woman in Wisconsin who was beaten by her husband and told by the court that he could do what he pleased with her; the woman in Virginia who made and lost her fortune because her husband was allowed to steal it. The same audience that would have been laughing along a minute earlier would be struck silent at the injustice of it all. Perhaps they knew someone in a similar circumstance. Perhaps they could see themselves in those stories. The case for equality was not abstract: It was urgent, practical, and directly connected to the well-being of countless women across the country who could not vote for the people who made the laws that controlled their lives.

			People in her vast audiences must have nodded knowingly as Dickinson conjured up these images of a patriarchal system. No: Men did not know better, nor could they be trusted to do the right thing when it came to women’s lives or the country writ large. As an entertainer, though, Dickinson never let too much time go by without upending her audience’s expectations. After quieting them, she acknowledged that some women were indeed “good for nothing.” Why, she asked? “Because God made them so to match some men.” These jokes served as transitions to new arguments to tear down, as if Dickinson is imagining herself debating an opponent who keeps changing the terms of the debate.

			Some said women should not vote until they could fight on the battlefield. She would reply, physical capacity stood in the way of most women. The answer would then be, stand back from the polls, then. If that was so she would say to every man, physically incapacitated for serving in the army, “How does it happen that you vote? Stand back from the polls.” She would further say to those who from age were exempted from military duty. “Do you, too, stand back from the polls?” As such people did vote, however, she concluded that physical incapacity was hardly a bar to voting.

			They said woman was incapable of making laws. But they took it for granted that she understood them and punished her if she violated them. It was said that if woman voted, they would also hold offices. Well, what then? One man had asked her if it would not be fine to see a woman President, and to see her at a Cabinet meeting with a little baby in her arms. She replied to him, that if such a thing should happen, and a pure-minded, bright-eyed, clear-brained woman sat in the Presidential chair, with a little child in her arms, she would command at least as much respect from the nation as the drunken, bad, traitorous person now occupying that position. That answer settled the man.

			Some said women would vote for their husbands, or, at least, the same ticket. If the wives of thousands of drunkards in Massachusetts had been able to vote at the late election they would not have voted the ticket those husbands did. It was also said that if a man and his wife voted different tickets there would be strife in the household. She believed there was already strife in some households. Not all husbands and wives had the same religions, but they did not quarrel about it. If woman had the ballot she would be sure of being treated well during the thirty days previous to election.

			She wished the privilege of voting, while her friend on the other side did not want it. Because some women had all the rights they wanted, they should not forget that others had not. The wife who was protected by the strong arms of a true and loving husband might need nothing more, but those women who were poor, unprotected, widows or orphans, did need something more.

			Some said that woman’s strength was her weakness, and her helplessness her protection. Was it so? What answer would the women who led lives of shame make to that? What answer would those women make to it who barely existed upon the dollar a week they get for their sewing.

			She looked beyond the women who were protected by strong arms and tender hearts, and she saw thousands of women, poor, starving, shamed, dishonored to bring riches to those women who condemned them. Would that she could bring some thousands of those women there, and let them pass in sad array before those listening to her. Let no one tell such a woman that her weakness was her strength—the very fiends below would mock the words.

			When woman had the ballot given her, new avenue after avenue of work would open before her.

			Some said politics were too degrading for a woman to touch, and the voting place too filthy for her to enter, and the primary meetings and conventions too dirty for her to go to. The country would not be governed well until men took their wives and lady friends and went to primary meetings as they would go to church.

			The war could not have been fought to its successful close but for the devotion and ardor of the women of the country. Who could show more right to interfere in the settlement of our difficulties than those wives, sisters and mothers who had given their nearest and dearest to save their country? And the ballot would surely be theirs; it could not be otherwise.

			I would make these women care for the State by a stake in it.

			One cries out in answer to this, she has not time…A second exclaims, her proper sphere is home, there is her work…. A third declares that women do not know anything about politics, and therefore should not be entrusted with any part of their keeping…Doubted, cries a fourth, denied utterly indeed.

			The widows who see the homes they have helped to earn, the lands they have helped to buy, the very house with which they have been served their household work—swept away from them by an unjust decision of a dying husband, and a wicked law. Are these duly represented and have they all the rights they want already? The toiling wives who, struggling hard to save a home, to educate their children properly and clothe them decently see their wages week after week, year after year, paid to their husbands or taken afterwards by them to be squandered in folly and vice, yet living on, staying on, enduring all things rather than part from their children whom the law would give to the degrading control of the husband. Are these duly represented and have they all the rights they want already?

			Here is a nation that declares that it gains its power from the consent of the governed, and yet never receives and never seeks the consent of one-half the governed! Here is a nation declaring that taxation and representation are inseparable, and yet taxing a woman’s property wherever it can be found, but for ever denying woman the right to say how this tax shall be expended!

			And what reason is assigned for this? Most men can give no better reason than the bishop gave for believing in the Bible—namely, first, that he was a bishop, and second, that he knew nothing about it!

			(She waxed wroth over the law’s injustice to women. She cited one case of a man in Connecticut who married a woman worth fifty thousand dollars in her own right. This man, first of all, paid for his wedding-clothes out of his wife’s money, and when he died [as he did within a year], willed to his wife the interest of her own money, so long as she remained a widow!)

			Some people tell us that women influence enough by their beauty. But how about those who have no beauty? Have plain-looking women no rights? Others say, “Women’s business is to look after the house.” If this is your position, why do you not carry the argument to its logical conclusion, and say to the storekeeper, “Your business is to sell soft goods, therefore you shall not vote?”

			People say that women are silly creatures, not fit to vote. Well, some of them are, and Mrs. Poyser put it, “The Almighty perhaps made them so, to match some of the men.”[23]

			

			—

			One after another, Dickinson dismantled the arguments against suffrage. If women couldn’t fight in a war, neither could disabled veterans. Should they be denied the vote? Just as Blacks had earned the right to vote through their service in the Union army, women had proven themselves indispensable to the war effort. They had formed the backbone of Northern communities while serving as nurses, caregivers, workers, and advocates. They had suffered the loss of sons and husbands, brothers and fathers. How, then, could they be denied the full rights and responsibilities of citizenship?

			As a teller of hard truths, Dickinson extended her imagery to the very outcome that opponents of women’s suffrage likely feared the most: women in positions of power. “One man had asked her if it would not be fine to see a woman President, and to see her at a Cabinet meeting with a little baby in her arms,” she recounted. But instead of being defensive, she embraced the image. “She replied to him,” Dickinson said, drawing a picture of a debate that could have played out in countless American households, “that if such a thing should happen, and a pure-minded, bright-eyed, clear-brained woman sat in the Presidential chair, with a little child in her arms, she would command at least as much respect from the nation as the drunken, bad, traitorous person now occupying that position.”

			Every argument and counterargument built to an unassailable point: “I would make these women care for the State by a stake in it.” This is the endpoint of her train of logic. The denial of women’s suffrage was absurd and counter to the story that America told about itself. It was damaging to women, enabling laws that subjugated them. Women had proven their capacity for active citizenship through the war. The arguments against their empowerment were founded upon self-interested lies and rationalizations. Women had a right to expect better, and the nation would be better off if they were granted full citizenship. By the end of her address, Dickinson was circling back to her most cutting jokes and potent arguments. She was stirring up a crowd and sending them back out into the world with a lot to think about.
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			Despite her rift with the women’s movement, Anna Dickinson’s celebrity was powerful enough that Susan B. Anthony’s newspaper The Revolution praised “Idiots and Women” as “the ablest lecture she has ever delivered.”[24] In an 1869 anthology entitled Eminent Women of the Age, Elizabeth Cady Stanton wrote the entry on Dickinson. In addition to reporting on Dickinson’s exploits, The Revolution offered a range of Dickinson engravings, which were packaged with subscriptions to the newspaper. She was, after all, a marketable commodity.[25]

			Yet Dickinson was never a joiner. She rejected an offer to edit Revolution, and by 1871 she was complaining about how the movement appended itself to her celebrity. “Those disagreeable woman suffrage people did just what they have done every time I have been in Chicago for the last four years,” she wrote in a letter. “Arrange a convention before & after my lecture—as tho it were a part of the programme.”[26] She chose, instead, to continue as a small business and activist organization of one, free to make her own decisions but very much alone in the spotlight. Having achieved fame at such a young age, she made the timeless mistake of underestimating how much of her fame was tied to the fact of her youth.

			In 1872, she broke with the mainstream of the Republican Party in supporting Horace Greeley’s futile challenge to President Ulysses S. Grant. She began to preach a version of responsibility politics to women, linking it to the cause of suffrage. “When the women of the United States shall desire this,” she said, “not merely as a privilege, but as a responsibility, then I am willing to give it.”[27] Even her long-standing defense of Black Americans began to give way to a creeping sense of grievance. In one letter, she lamented that “the colored people are growing so insufferably impudent that they are hurting themselves.”[28] Dickinson’s self-conception as a speaker of hard truths was tipping into imperiousness, alienating her original sources of support.

			After the Panic of 1873, the lyceum circuit took a hit. Economic hardship cut into the fees that could be paid to travelling speakers just as the radical political era of Reconstruction was coming to an end. Dickinson turned to acting, believing that her stage presence was transferable to another vocation that could sustain her fame and appearance fees. In 1876, she wrote and starred in a play in which she performed the leading role of Anne Boleyn, the one-time queen of England beheaded by Henry VIII. The opening-night audience in Boston included Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and William Dean Howells.

			The reviews were mixed. One New York critic summed up a common refrain: “The truth is Anna Dickinson is not an actor—never can be an actor.” Not one to take criticism easily, Dickinson appeared onstage for a full hour after one performance, answering and assailing her critics as she held newspaper clippings in her hand.[29] By the early 1880s, she had embarked on a quixotic effort to score a hit playing the lead role in Hamlet, a decision that bespoke her daring ambition, her willingness to challenge gender roles, and—perhaps—a failure to understand how difficult it is to reinvent yourself once you are seared into the American consciousness in a particular role: in her case, not the wavering Hamlet, but the Civil War-era Joan of Arc.

			Meanwhile, Dickinson drank heavily while debts and financial obligations mounted. In the 1888 campaign, she returned to her role as a paid campaigner for the Republican Party. After the election, she sued the Republican National Committee, claiming they owed her a bonus because of an agreement to reward her for victory. Her arc, at this point, could fit into a boilerplate celebrity documentary of recent times. Young star peaks early and achieves extraordinary fame. After a run of success, the crowds, critics, and culture start to lose interest. The former star can no longer sustain her lifestyle. She descends into paranoia, substance abuse, and litigation.

			After nearly three decades of public life, Dickinson was simultaneously surrounded by people and very much alone. She rejected several male suitors, while moving through more intense relationships with women. By February of 1891, Dickinson was living with her sister Susan in the town of West Pittston, Pennsylvania. Susan had long been a confidant, a manager of sorts, and a source of considerable financial anxiety to Anna, who was expected to support her and various other family members.

			On February 25, Anna Dickinson was locked in her room reviewing scrapbooks filled with mementos and newspaper clippings of her career. She ignored the pounding on the door until a group of men broke it down. Her sister and several neighbors had conspired to have her committed to a state asylum for the insane. If one is being generous to her accusers, they were worried about her erratic behavior, her drinking, and the fact that she locked herself away in her room. Looked at another way, though, once Anna Dickinson could no longer play the role that others wanted her to play, whether it was paying their bills or performing their tune, they decided she was crazy. She was taken against her will. The New York Times headline read: “Anna Dickinson Insane.”[30]
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			As Anna Dickinson makes plain in “Idiots and Women,” second-class citizenship for American women had deep roots. It reached back into the patriarchal societies of Europe and the ingrained misogyny of eighteenth-century English Common Law and was taken for granted among the Christian denominations that comprised most American religiosity. This reduced status for women was an accepted fact of American politics.

			But a country founded on principles of human equality—all men are created equal—was always going to lead some to question why women shouldn’t be added to the sentence, as they were in Seneca Falls. A country that worshipped the idea of the self-made man was inevitably going to become a place for self-made women like Dickinson. Notably, the social justice movements that emerged from American soil in the nineteenth century also benefited from the substantial contributions of women organizers, participants, and benefactors.

			That fact surely grated upon Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton when Dickinson and Douglass embraced the prioritization of Black suffrage. They had good reasons, as Black Americans were uniquely vulnerable. But there was also a link between how Black people and women would be treated within a society that maintained a white, male ruling caste. The reactionary turn after Reconstruction inevitably impacted both, including on the issue of suffrage. The 15th Amendment may have passed, but in the South it was essentially nullified by white terrorism and institutionalized segregation. Women would have to wait until after the next major American war—World War I—to get their turn at the ballot box, just as Chinese immigration would have to wait until the following one. Right-wing backlash inevitably impacts all marginalized populations. Waves of American progress inevitably recede before others roll in, often reaching a higher tide with the passage of time.

			That progress would come without Dickinson. Her public life was largely over after her few weeks in the insane asylum. She sued her sister and the men who detained her, determined to prove her sanity; the jury found in her favor, but awarded her just six and a half cents. She sued newspapers for libel and battled critics. But then she receded at the turn of the century. For the last three decades of her life, she lived out of the spotlight with George and Sallie Ackley. Dickinson continued to drink, was given extravagant clothes, and had the nicest room in the house—like the aging diva of Sunset Boulevard. She also had a deep relationship with Sallie, suggesting that her affections, and likely her sexuality, led her to prefer the company of women. When she died, she was buried at the foot of Sallie’s grave.[31] Her spectacular fall and her rift with the heroes of the women’s movement, who were more than capable of carrying a grudge, largely relegated her to a footnote in history.

			Yet her legacy can be measured within the inestimable space of an American celebrity whose star was affixed to serious causes. She emerged seemingly out of thin air. For a time, her voice pierced the ceilings placed over American women and reached audiences across the country. The girls and boys who collected her image affixed to a card or a periodical knew that this was someone who represented American youth and arguments for an expanded definition of citizenship. The ripples from speeches like “Idiots and Women” fed the currents of the women’s movement and the aspirations of women who followed in her wake. After Dickinson, it was less eccentric for a woman to raise her voice in the public debate, and to do so on her own terms.

			Indeed, while her name is less well known, “Idiots and Women” is more enduring than other pleas for suffrage rooted in the nineteenth century. Like twentieth-century feminism, it is empowering because of its willingness to both indict and mock patriarchy. Dickinson’s provocative blend of argument, satire, and humor foreshadowed the time when comedians and pop stars could have as much cultural reach as politicians. It also foreshadowed her own tragic fall, as a nation that sought to reduce idiots and women to second-class citizenship ultimately determined that she was both.

			Yet her speech was simply a different and authentic way of challenging authority, and it emboldened others to do the same. Change demands the stubborn political activism and organizing of a Susan B. Anthony; it also draws upon the ways that an Anna Dickinson inspired the people who heard her speak and the many who felt like her success enlarged their own potential. The women who came after her knew that. When she was a young woman, the temperance advocate and suffragette Frances Willard saw Dickinson speak and recalled lying awake that night with “the cadence of that wondrous voice” in her head.[32] Willard—and other activists like Isabel Beecher Hooker and Olivia Langdon Clemens—traced the awakening of their own political consciousness in part to their early interactions with Dickinson.[33]

			Anna Dickinson challenged the boundaries affixed around American women and, through her success, she extended them. She would likely not be surprised to see women shaping every aspect of American life today, just as she’d likely have a cutting comment about the fact that there has yet to be a “a pure-minded, bright-eyed, clear-brained woman” elected as president.[34] Hypocrisy and contradiction die hard, especially when it comes to matters of power. Joan of Arc, after all, saved a nation but was burned at the stake.
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				Mary Lease: 
Wall Street Owns This Country

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				“The great common people of this country are slaves, and monopoly is the master.”

			

			1891

			“Wall Street owns this country,” Mary Lease told a Kansas audience in 1891, as the fires of populism were catching in the arid American heartland. “It is no longer a government of the people, by the people and for the people, but a government of Wall Street, by Wall Street and for Wall Street.”[1]

			While speeches have helped shaped American identity, capitalism shapes the environment in which those words are spoken. The lives and words of the speakers discussed in this book were shaped by money—measured in wealth, property, and purchased influence—as surely as capitalism has been inseparable from American notions of freedom. Benjamin Franklin became the avatar of the self-made American entrepreneur before negotiating compromise among the competing interests of disparate state economies. Red Jacket saw his people lose everything to an American lust for profit until all he had left was the title to a small swath of land and his belief in a Great Spirit uninterested in profit. Maria Stewart was compelled to raise her voice after she was robbed of her inheritance, and she demanded a Black awakening that reckoned with the necessity of economic power. Alexander Stephens’s interest in white supremacy was politically empowering and profitable. Abraham Lincoln measured the imperative of national self-sacrifice against the accounting of the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil. Frederick Douglass liberated himself from being a piece of property and saw the link between political equality and equality among the different races of the working class. Anna Dickinson linked women’s suffrage to a woman’s capacity to control wealth. Money means power and has always been connected to the stories we have told ourselves about the striving individual in a land of opportunity. The American Dream.

			As the United States moved out of Reconstruction, the distribution of wealth among white people moved to the forefront of politics. This gave birth to a populist movement during the Gilded Age, as the United States underwent an economic transformation that remade the nation in the waning years of the nineteenth century. Railroads and telegraph lines were laid across the continent. The raw materials of industrialization—coal, steel, steam, and iron—remade America’s urban landscapes and agricultural markets. The first skyscrapers and suspension bridges were built. Massive amounts of wealth were created and concentrated in a class of plutocrats. The richest 1 percent of Americans came to own more than half of the nation’s wealth while the poorest half of Americans owned roughly 2 percent. Corporations defended their lust for profit through often-corrupt political influence. Robber barons, railroad magnates, and Wall Street bankers entered the American consciousness, while men of untold wealth launched philanthropies that affixed their names to institutions: schools, libraries, and cultural centers. Vanderbilt. Carnegie. Rockefeller.[2]

			The country was also expanding. With the issue of slavery in the territories resolved, the American West was incorporated into the Union, which grew to forty-four states by 1890. The US Army, which had recently fought a Civil War over the meaning of American freedom, was dispatched to finish the ethnic cleansing and subjugation of Native Americans in the West. Congress granted more than one hundred million acres of public lands to railroads, which transported the products of what we would come to call agri-business: large-scale farming and ranching to service distant markets rather than the needs of family farmers, who suffered as prices for their goods plummeted. As the Western frontier was consolidated, elites began to look for imperial possessions beyond North America—ultimately, in the Caribbean and the Pacific.[3]

			It was a time of spectacular growth. But for the working class, it was a disorienting and often desperate time. Millions of America workers were packed into factories with meager wages and few protections. Farmers, artisans, and small-business owners struggled to find footholds within an economy built around the interests of monopolies, and they were vulnerable to cycles of boom and bust that resulted in bankruptcy or foreclosure. The Panic of 1873. The Panic of 1893. The “greenbacks” issued as currency during the Civil War collapsed in value relative to gold. Nascent efforts at collective bargaining and protest clashed with monied interests, sometimes violently. The United States was generating an awesome amount of momentum on its way to becoming a global superpower, but its achievements were built upon the backs of working people who often saw few benefits in their daily lives and few pathways to change them.[4]

			The government usually sided with the wealthy. To take just one example: In something of a distillation of the nation’s shifting priorities, the 14th Amendment—passed to guarantee equality for individuals in the wake of the Civil War—was enlisted to protect the rights of corporations rather than the originally intended Black Americans. In siding with big business, the Supreme Court interpreted the 14th Amendment as determining that corporations were entitled to the same rights as people at a time when Black people were being lynched, women denied the right to vote, and Chinese immigrants excluded from citizenship. The Court, like politicians, left the concerns of non-white Americans behind while doing little to make life easier for the white working class.[5]

			Enter the populists, who attacked the monied power behind a corrupt political elite and built a movement that could come from the left or right and often blended the two. An 1873 Farmers’ Declaration of Independence called for an end to “the tyranny of monopoly.” Farmers formed cooperatives. Various associations demanded a government that regulated big business and the finance that backed it. This left-leaning economic program was imbued with nativism. The Knights of Labor, which organized the working masses, also demanded an end to Chinese immigration and foreign ownership of land.[6] Rhetoric that decried “wage slavery” or the new “slave masters” of monopolies often ignored the violent suppression of Black Americans. Jeremiads about shadowy bankers fueled conspiracy-theory-minded resentment of Jews.

			This burgeoning movement pitted the people—chiefly, the white working class—against elites in Washington and monied interests in the Northeast. It drew upon the religiosity of nineteenth-century America, repurposing the moral crusade of causes like abolitionism and women’s suffrage to the redistribution of wealth and the reform of politics. Women played a prominent role, drawing upon their own political-outsider status and the moral authority that came with being anchors of the family unit. While the populists failed to win national power, they introduced a new politics of campaigning on behalf of the poor and the working middle class, and new policies that favored government intervention in the economy. Their nineteenth-century failures became a string of early-twentieth-century successes, as progressive reforms and nativist political sentiment were ascendant.

			The daughter of poor, working-class, Irish Catholic immigrants, Mary Lease was at the center of these trends, both a product and shaper of the emerging populist zeitgeist in Kansas. A stunning orator and uncompromising ideologue, she hit her stride at the precise moment when the populists emerged in the early 1890s. Nearly six feet tall, with a voice that enraptured her audiences, Lease helped speak the cause into a movement.[7] Like Anna Dickinson, she became a regional and then a national celebrity, a subject of both fevered praise and gendered attacks, before receding into the background.

			Lease seemed to emerge out of nowhere. But her underdog status allowed her to give voice to a ripening sense of grievance. “I was untrained in the methods of the political exhorter,” she said to a reporter years after her time at the center of American politics. “If I succeeded in swaying my audiences, I did not deserve the credit. That belongs to a hidden power that worked within me. I was merely a voice, an instrument in the hands of a Great Force.”[8]
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			Mary Lease was born out of resistance to monied power. Her father, Joseph P. Clyens, was a farmer in Monaghan County, Ireland. In the 1840s, the Irish potato famine killed a million people, fueled by the callous neglect—or outright malice—of the British Empire. Like many farmers, Clyens was forced off his land and cast into debt. He became a fervent Irish nationalist intent on rebellion. Before the British authorities could capture him, he took his family to Ridgway, Pennsylvania, where, on September 11, 1853, Mary Lease became the first of her siblings born in the United States.

			The Civil War was particularly traumatic for her family. Mary’s oldest brother died at Fredericksburg. Her adopted brother died at the battle of Lookout Mountain. Her father was drafted in 1863 and ended up starving to death as a prisoner of war at the notorious Andersonville prison in Georgia. Mary never forgot this dehumanization of her family at the hands of the South’s slaveholding aristocracy.

			Mary graduated from school with a teaching certificate. As a teacher in Allegany County, New York, she tried to form a union to address low pay. When that failed, she set out for Kansas, where she met and married a druggist named Charles Lease and started a family. In the years to come, she would have six children and bury two of them in childhood. The couple tried farming through property obtained under the Homestead Act; while the land was free, farmers had to go into debt to obtain tools and resolve fees. Over the course of a year, everything went wrong. The weather ravaged crops. The Panic of 1873 ravaged the national economy. The Leases’ farm was repossessed, and the couple moved south to Denison, Texas, near the Oklahoma border. It was a common set of circumstances for the time, and Mary took notice.[9]

			The couple spent a decade scraping by in Denison before returning to Kansas in 1884. Again, they tried—and failed—to be farmers, an experience Mary described as “dreary, monotonous, hard, bleak, and uninspiring.”[10] She became more politically engaged at a time when Kansas had several vehicles for populist politics. The Knights of Labor had begun to organize workers around their demands for better pay and working conditions. The Farmers’ Alliance facilitated cooperatives and mobilization. Women’s participation was not uncommon, particularly as Kansas had liberal property and divorce laws, and its state legislature was the first to allow women to vote and to run in local elections. Organizations like the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), led by Frances Willard, demanded suffrage alongside moral crusades against drinking and debauchery.[11]

			At gatherings of this burgeoning civil society, Mary Lease found her voice. On St. Patrick’s Day in 1885, she gave a speech on “Ireland and Irishmen,” which attacked the British landlord system. In 1886, she introduced Susan B. Anthony at a Kansas suffrage event and the Knights of Labor hired her to make speeches advocating for wealth redistribution. [12] She also joined the WCTU, delivering a speech entitled “A Plea for the Temperance Ballot for Women” linking suffrage, prohibition, and social improvement: Alcohol was cast as part of a patriarchal system in which husbands drank their wages and beat their wives. “Where woman is excluded,” Lease once argued, “is not a fit place for human beings.”[13]

			Lease joined a growing number of populists searching for alternatives to the two political parties, both of which defended a system that was rigged. The removal of greenbacks punished working people. Agricultural prices continued to fall as tariffs were put in place and markets were over-served by big business. “The only reason the two had been quarrelling,” Lease said of the Democrats and Republicans, “was that the leaders of both parties kept the masses diverted while they perpetrated legislative robbery.”[14]

			Lease launched a vigorous speaking campaign attacking the three-term Republican senator John J. Ingalls. In the 1890 campaign, the Kansas populists succeeded in electing a legislature that ousted Ingalls. Lease drew fervent supporters and detractors, yet both groups acknowledged her striking presentation. One admirer described Lease as having “a voice like the roaring of many waters.”[15] One Kansas editor recalled that she had “a golden voice—deep, rich contralto, a singing voice that had hypnotic qualities…. she could recite the multiplication table and set a crowd hooting and hurrahing at her will.”[16]

			Gendered attacks were common. But whereas Dickinson was often sexualized as an attractive young woman, Lease was cast as mannishly unattractive in descriptions that bear little resemblance to her photographs. She was alternately called an “Amazon,” a “She-hyena,”[17] “tall and raw-boned and as ugly as a mud hen,” and a woman with “a nose like an ant-eater, a voice like a cat fight and a face that is rank poison to the naked eye.”[18] She was also attacked for not being home with her children, and her opponents mocked Charles as being subservient to the true man of the house.

			Lease defended the role of women in politics by celebrating a woman’s role in the home. Speaking before the WCTU, she paid tribute to the women of the Farmers’ Alliance and their right to be heard, drawing on her own experience raising—and losing—children on the harsh frontier. “We endured hardships, dangers and privations,” she said, “hours of loneliness, fear, and sorrow; our little babes were born upon these wide, unsheltered prairies; and there, upon the sweeping prairies beneath the cedar trees our hands have planted to mark the sacred place, our little ones lie buried.”[19] Lease asserted that motherhood gave women a unique—and even sacred—legitimacy to be heard. And she declared her own “abhorrence for childless women.”[20]

			Mary Lease was not a typical political figure and neither major political party offered her a natural home. But her Civil War losses, working-class background, and role as a mother allowed her to find an authentic voice for deeply held grievances at a time when an anti-establishment movement was building. American populism was poised to remake American politics.
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			In December 1889, Mary Lease joined members of the Farmers’ Alliance from across the country in St. Louis to develop a platform for what would soon become the new People’s Party, also known as the Populist Party. Lease helped found the Kansas branch in 1890, calling on her compatriots to “stamp out this unholy monster, the money power,” and warning that “tyranny, usury, autocracy and plutocracy shall fade away like the mists of the morning.”[21]

			Lease and her fellow populists demanded far-reaching government action to protect the working class. To break monopolies, they called for government ownership of railroad, telegraph, and telegram companies. To overhaul a rigged financial system, they called for the abolition of national banks, the creation of federally backed postal savings banks, and the free and unlimited coinage of silver. To protect farmers from foreclosure, they called for direct low- or no-interest loans. To reform a corrupt political system, they called for the direct election of US senators. Despite the prominent role that women like Lease played in the movement, the populists did not endorse a woman’s right to vote. Lease didn’t like the omission, but as with Anna Dickinson, she was willing to prioritize her broader agenda while maintaining her advocacy for suffrage.

			Lease travelled and spoke relentlessly. Her speeches were akin to religious revivals, stirring crowds with rhetoric comparing the plight of American farmers to the crucifixion of Jesus. The movement caught on with a Kansas electorate who had been punished by the massive power imbalances between farmers and those who controlled the grain elevators and railroads that transported goods to markets. In May of 1890, she was famously (and perhaps falsely) quoted as calling upon farmers to “raise less corn and more hell.”[22]

			Lease helped transform the People’s Party into a national force. In February 1891, she travelled to Washington for the annual convention of the National Council of Women of the United States. There, amidst established leaders like Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Frances Willard, and Julia Ward Howe, she focused on populist economics: “Conscienceless capital is robbing manhood of its prime! Mothers of their motherhood and sorrowful children of sunshine and joy.” Pointing a finger at the nation’s political establishment, she declared, “For one hundred years the speculators, the land robbers, the pirates and gamblers of the nation have knocked unceasingly at the door of Congress and Congress has in every instance acceded to their demands.”[23]

			The following month, back in Kansas, she delivered the speech in which she asserted that “Wall Street owns this country.” The excerpt that endures shows an orator who understands what her audience wants to hear better than they know themselves. An account ran in the Topeka State Journal under the headline: “HER STRANGE POWER: Mrs. Lease Delivers Another of Her Wild Speeches at Kansas City.” The introduction to the text describes her as the Kansas cyclone. “Her address,” the article noted, “was more than usually full of fire and brimstone.”

			Mary Lease 
Wall Street Owns This Country

			March 1891

			Kansas City, Missouri

			This is a nation of inconsistencies. The Puritans fleeing from oppression became oppressors. We fought England for our own liberty and put chains on four million of blacks. We wiped out slavery and by our own tariff laws and national banks began a system of white wage slavery worse than the first.

			Wall Street owns this country. It is no longer a government of the people, by the people and for the people, but a government of Wall Street, by Wall Street and for Wall Street. The great common people of this country are slaves, and monopoly is the master. The West and South are bound and prostrate before the manufacturing East. Money rules, and our Vice President is a London banker. Our laws are the output of a system which clothes rascals in robes and honesty in rags.

			Money rules…the parties lie to us and the political speakers mislead us. Take [John J.] Ingalls for example. He waves the “bloody shirt” and he never smelled gunpowder in all his cowardly life. His war record confined to courtmartialing a chicken thief. In this People’s Party we find not only the boys who wore the blue but the boys who wore the grey. The North and South have been kept separated because of the unscrupulous scheming of the leaders of both political parties. Let us today cherish none but sacred and fraternal memories for the boys in the blue and the boys in grey. It was only those who skulked at home who all these years have kept up the strife between the North and South. The mortgage indebtedness and the opposition by the money power rests just as heavily on the Southern states as on the Federal states, just as heavily on the Democratic brother as on the Republican brother.

			We were told two years ago in Kansas to go to work and raise a big crop, that was all we needed. We went to work and plowed and planted; the rains fell, the sun shone, nature smiled, and we raised the big crop they told us to; and what came of it? Corn eight cents, oats ten cents, beef two cents. No price at all for butter and eggs. That’s what came of it. Then the politicians said we suffered from overproduction. Overproduction, when ten thousand little children starve to death every year in the United States. When over one hundred thousand shopgirls in New York are forced to sell their virtue for the bread their niggardly wages deny them.

			Tariff is not the paramount question. The main question is the money question. Kansas suffers from two great robbers, the Santa Fe railroad and the loan sharks. The common people are robbed to enrich their masters. There are thirty men in the United States whose aggregate wealth is over one and one-half billions of dollars. Go home and figure out how many paupers you must have to make one of those thirty men with the circulation only ten dollars per capita. There are one-half million tramps; that is, men looking for work.

			What the Alliance wants are money, land and cheaper transportation. We want the abolition of national banks and we want power to make loans direct from the government. We want either the amendment or the accursed foreclosure system wiped out. Land equal to a tract thirty miles wide and ninety miles long in Kansas has been foreclosed on and bought in by the loan sharks in a year. We will stand by our homes and stay by our firesides by force if necessary, and we will not pay our debts to the loan shark companies until the government pays its debts to us. The people are at bay; let the bloodhounds of money who dog us beware![24]

			

			—

			In the text accompanying the speech, the reporter recounted the feeling in the audience. “Her peculiar style of delivery and short sharp incisive sentences, says one who heard her, are like the discharge of musketry, every bullet striking home.”[25]
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			Mary Lease’s speeches were never collected and reproduced—a fate more common for women than men. But this excerpt compresses American populism to its potent core. It captured the mood of a restive public and fueled a movement that forced the major political parties to change. This was a woman whose experience and oratorical powers converged with the nation’s political moment with the force of combustion. The fact that the speech feels so contemporary confirms its relevance: Some words don’t need to be anthologized to live on.

			The forces that shape the lives of ordinary people can feel distant and complex—opaque matters, impossible to understand, which is how those in power want it to be. It is the unique skill of the populist to pull back a curtain to reveal how the machinery is operated in language understandable to the masses. Short sentences. Clear villains. Straightforward demands. It’s a style that has powered many American campaigns and movements since. Wall Street owns this country. She addressed her audience as if she was one of them. Corn eight cents, oats ten cents, beef two cents. She promised economic justice on the near horizon. Let the bloodhounds of money who dog us beware! This was a pivot in American rhetoric from its refined origins in sermons and lectures: a bottom-up politics of the people.

			Like Frederick Douglass, Mary Lease described a nation of contradictions: The Puritans fleeing from oppression became oppressors. But where Douglass highlighted the hypocrisy of American slavery, Lease was speaking at a moment when the righteous struggle of the Civil War had been replaced by the corruption of the Gilded Age: not because Black equality was betrayed, but because white veterans of that war were marginalized while the 1 percent reaped the benefits. The great common people of this country are slaves, and monopoly is the master. It is no accident that she commandeered Lincoln’s words about the nation’s purpose to dramatize the unfairness that people felt less than thirty years after Gettysburg. A government of Wall Street, by Wall Street, and for Wall Street. The working class won the war; Wall Street won the peace.

			This rhetoric united the urban working poor and the nation’s farmers—“the great common people of this country”—who needed to stand together against monied power. Implicit in Lease’s rhetoric was the suggestion that this unity of the common people was specifically the white working class. She described the People’s Party as representing “not only the boys who wore the blue but the boys who wore the grey.” The dividing line between North and South, she suggested, was not racial politics or the legacy of the war itself: The North and South have been kept separated because of the unscrupulous scheming of the leaders of both political parties.

			This was a powerful reframing of American politics. On the one hand, there was truth to her sense of grievance and the idea that common people needed to band together to achieve economic fairness. On the other hand, her message cast aside the Reconstruction-era pursuit of equality as a distraction from this goal, and held open the door to Lost Cause narratives, which made all sacrifice in the Civil War noble. Let us today cherish none but sacred and fraternal memories for the boys in the blue and the boys in grey. The People’s Party organized itself around this idea. In the 1892 presidential election, the Populists nominated a former Union General named James Baird Weaver as president and a former Confederate General named James Gaven Field as vice president: North-South reconciliation embodied on the ticket.[26]

			In short, the populists were assembling a coalition of the white working class. Lease understood that this realignment depended upon a new enemy. Where the two political parties had fought successive elections over historical, regional, or niche interests, Lease recast the populist struggle as the people versus the powerful. Here, she put a face upon monied and corporate power. Kansas suffers from two great robbers, the Santa Fe railroad and the loan sharks. Lease defined this self-interested oligarchy in terms that are familiar today: There are thirty men in the United States whose aggregate wealth is over one and one-half billions of dollars. This definition of the enemy could bleed into anti-Semitism. In later speeches, she targeted “Shylocks” who robbed the people and described an American aristocracy which “has called Rothschild’s agent here to make the platform of the Republican Party.”[27]

			Just as Lease defined her enemies in simple terms, she excelled at boiling down populist policy prescriptions. Any speechwriter knows how difficult it is to describe plans related to systems of finance and economic policy; it can be even harder to convince an audience that changing those systems is possible. That is part of how an oligarchy holds on to economic power. But by casting her demands in simple language, Lease made them understandable while also making them seem achievable. What the Alliance wants are money, land and cheaper transportation. We want the abolition of national banks and we want power to make loans direct from the government.

			In the 1892 campaign, Lease barnstormed the country with General Weaver, the populist presidential candidate, who introduced her as “Queen Mary.” Weaver received 8.5 percent of the vote nationally and more than 50 percent of the vote in Kansas, where the party won the governorship and control of the state legislature.[28] Lease did not propel the populists to national power, but her message transformed American politics. Populism would endure long after the People’s Party. This power could be harnessed for all manner of ends—righteous or not.
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			Like many political outsiders, Mary Lease did not wear success comfortably. After the populist victory in 1892, she flirted with a push to get the state legislature to elect her as the next Kansas senator. “Surely no man of the party has done as much to carry it to success as you,” Susan B. Anthony wrote to her.[29] But Lease settled for being named president of the Kansas State Board of Charities. She then clashed with the governor over patronage appointments and the direction of the People’s Party. By late 1893, the governor was trying (unsuccessfully) to have her removed.

			Lease leveraged her newfound fame to become a national speaker and writer. In 1895, she published a book entitled The Problem of Civilization Solved, which called for a new “American Party” to unite the North and South behind populist reforms. The book lamented an emerging industrialized dystopia in which cities were crime-ridden and machines replaced workers. One of her more jarring ideas was the establishment of a Bureau of Emigration to facilitate the mass deportation of Asians and Blacks to Latin America, where they would work as tenant farmers under the supervision of white Americans. “The Caucasian has risen to the moral and intellectual supremacy of the world,” she wrote. Because of this, whites had a “destiny to become the guardians of inferior races.”[30]

			Lease’s racist populism bespoke an embrace of insidious intellectual trends. Whereas Alexander Stephens turned to the Bible to justify slavery as progress, Social Darwinism was put to work justifying white supremacy as a natural evolutionary condition. Eugenics was catching on as a scientific basis to strengthen the primacy and purity of the white race. Underneath those rationalizations lay the reality of an America that had abandoned Reconstruction-era experiments in political equality in favor of legalized segregation and limits on immigration for non-white populations.[31] Lease’s writing confirmed that when she spoke about “the people,” she meant the white working class, not the multiracial coalition of Douglass’s composite nation.

			Lease returned to the campaign trail in 1896. She acquiesced to the idea of the Populists supporting the Democrat William Jennings Bryan. Like Lease, Bryan was Irish, a Midwesterner, and a mesmerizing speaker who raged against the demonetization of silver by the Republican Administration of Grover Cleveland, a supporter of the gold standard for currency. Bryan’s nomination represented both a victory and a death knell for the People’s Party: As with other third parties in American history, success came not through winning elections but rather through a major party absorbing their ideas.

			Bryan’s famous speech at the Democratic convention carried many echoes of Lease’s rhetoric and anticipated the economic message that has remained predominant in the party. “There are those who believe that if you just legislate to make the well-to-do prosperous, that their prosperity will leak through on those below,” Bryan said. “The Democratic idea has been that if you legislate to make the masses prosperous their prosperity will find its way up.” Moreover, just as Lease had repeatedly compared the plight of America’s farmers to the crucifixion of Jesus, Bryan ended with a dramatic condemnation of the gold standard: “We shall answer their demands for a gold standard by saying to them, you shall not press down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns. You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold!”[32]

			Populism had gone mainstream. The Democratic nominee reflected both the ideas and the rhetorical devices of the People’s Party’s greatest orator. If Mary Lease had been a man, perhaps she would have been the Irish firebrand who became a nominee for president. Instead, she hit the campaign trail for Bryan, delivering the greatest hits of her oratory while condemning the gold standard: “a cause,” she said, “that involves the development of the masses, the higher civilization of the race.”[33] The nation was not quite ready for it, and Bryan was defeated.

			Having burned bridges in Kansas, Lease moved to New York City and receded from the hyper-active political activity of her previous decade. Over the course of her remaining years, she divorced her husband and supported Teddy Roosevelt (“Roosevelt spells populism with a big P”)[34] and Woodrow Wilson (“He is the greatest Democrat in all the world”).[35] Lease had reason to be satisfied. Many of the causes she championed were acted upon during the Progressive era of the early twentieth century. The tariffs that hurt Kansas farmers were reduced. Postal savings banks were established. A federal income tax was adopted, including taxes on corporations. Monopolies were busted by antitrust laws. Regulation of big business increased. The Federal Reserve was created to regulate the banking system. Federal assistance was provided to reduce the harm of boom-and-bust cycles. Politics was reformed through the direct election of senators and women’s suffrage. When Lease died in 1933, Franklin Delano Roosevelt was launching the New Deal, the largest-ever government intervention on behalf of the working poor.[36]

			Yet the difficult truth is that it was easier for the federal government to be more generous to “the people” when the beneficiaries were largely white people. State and local policies often locked people of color out of receiving the benefits of progressive policies. The direct election of senators in the South was not threatening so long as the voters weren’t Black. Even traces of Lease’s strange colonization scheme could be found in the era of imperialist American expansion which left the United States either governing or dominating Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, Hawaii, and the Philippines—all non-white populations who provided cheap labor under the ultimate control of white Americans, just as Lease had advised.

			Mary Lease can seem like a minor, even eccentric, figure in our national life. But over the course of the decade when her voice breathed oxygen into the fires of populism, she blazed a trail from the Gilded Age to the politics of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. That is why her words sound so resonantly familiar. Her critique still speaks to people across our political divide. It is as if this untrained political exhorter truly was giving voice to what she described as “a hidden power that worked within me”—a power that did, indeed, unleash a “Great Force” by giving voice to “the people.”
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				Louis Brandeis: 
Americanism
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				“America has believed that we must not only give the immigrant the best that we have, but must preserve for America the good that is in the immigrant and develop in him the best of which he is capable. America has believed that in differentiation, not in uniformity, lies the path of progress.”

			

			1915

			In 1886, France gifted the Statue of Liberty to the United States. The words of the poet Emma Lazarus, which would ultimately be inscribed on its base, are the apotheosis of America’s self-conception as a liberty-loving nation of immigrants: “Give me your tired, your poor, / Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.”[1]

			As with so much of America’s secular scripture, the reality was more complex. The United States did offer opportunity and freedom to certain tired, poor, and huddled masses. But successive European ethnicities faced discrimination on top of low pay, long hours, and poor working conditions. This included Irish and Italian migrants who transformed the demographic and political life of cities like New York. It also included Jews fleeing the anti-Semitism of the Old World.

			In 1910, Louis Brandeis—a prominent Boston lawyer and the son of Jewish immigrants—helped mediate a strike of New York’s garment workers. This introduced him to a vocal and organized cohort of Yiddish-speaking Jewish immigrants from Russia and its imperial possessions. Brandeis negotiated a settlement between labor and management that improved working conditions, reduced hours, and established more reliable pay. The mediation was characteristic of the role that Brandeis was carving out for himself in American life. As a reformer, he had taken on corrupt politicians, monopolistic trusts, and big-business schemes that hurt workers and consumers. As a public intellectual, he had decried the culture of “bigness” that infected American business and government. This placed him at the center of a progressive movement that sanded down the rough edges of Lease’s prairie populism and pursued reforms that reshaped American policy.

			Brandeis connected his own evolution over the years after 1910—his support for immigration, his thoughts on American identity, and his embrace of Zionism—in part to his experience of mediating that strike. To Brandeis, the garment workers he dealt with were both Jewish immigrants and model citizens of American democracy: strivers willing to stand up for their rights and compromise to make progress.[2] He recalled that “within them there was a true democratic feeling and a deep appreciation of the elements of social justice.”[3]

			As the nation was being remade by immigration, progressive reforms, and increasing power abroad, Brandeis put his nimble mind to work refining an ideal of “true Americanness”—the identity that formed the nucleus of a growing nation. In 1915, he distilled these views into a Fourth of July address at Boston’s Faneuil Hall. Delivered just under a year into a world war that the United States had yet to join, the speech is an extraordinary window into a nation poised to surpass the European empires fighting in trenches across an ocean.

			Brandeis put forward a liberal conception of American exceptionalism—a country strengthened by immigrants, ruled by active citizens, and superior to the dangerous nationalism and autocratic aristocracies of Europe. It was a vision which anticipated the American century to come, led by public men like Brandeis who moved easily between business, the law, and government. But it fell short of the composite nation that Douglass envisioned: The immigrants were European and the plight of Black citizens went unmentioned. The corruption of the old empires would be supplanted by the contradictions of their American successor.

			The words of Louis Brandeis helped define a progressive movement that made the nation stronger, fairer, and more globalist in its orientation. Yet they also illuminated the work that remained for America to embrace a truly universal commitment to all those who yearn to be free.
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			In 1848, a wave of revolution spread across Europe. Fueled by economic hardship, discontent with absolute monarchies, and demands for greater political rights, a blend of working-class movements and liberal elites challenged the foundation of political power. Within the Hapsburg empire, which controlled a vast swath of central and eastern Europe, nationalism became a driving force, as different ethnic groups demanded autonomy or outright independence. These revolutions were ultimately crushed or contained by imperial armies, which proved stronger than the diverse and divided movements that challenged them. This, in turn, sparked a wave of migration to the United States, where political freedom and economic opportunity were more readily available.[4]

			At the time, Adolph Brandeis was living comfortably in Prague, where he managed a cotton-print mill owned by his father. Yet, like many European Jews, he saw ominous forces all around him. In addition to the upheavals of revolution and counter-revolution, anti-Semitism infused the rising nationalism of the time. He set out for the United States on a scouting trip to see if the country could be a safe and prosperous home. “I feel my patriotism growing every day,” he wrote back to his family, “because every day I learn to know the splendid institutions of this country better.”[5] He had yet to emigrate, but Adolph Brandeis was already an American patriot.

			In April of 1849, the Brandeis family emigrated in a group of twenty-six. Unlike Mary Lease’s family, they brought the trappings of the European middle class: books, furniture, musical instruments, and other tokens of refinement. Instead of the bigger cities of the Northeast, they settled in Louisville, Kentucky, where Louis was born in 1856. It was a wise choice. On the smaller stage of Louisville, an educated, business-minded family could ascend faster. Adolph started a flour mill and farm and grew his fortune. The family embedded themselves in civic life. Louis’s uncle, Lewis Napthali Dembitz, gave a speech nominating Abraham Lincoln as the Republican candidate for president in 1860. During the Civil War, Adolph’s business prospered by feeding the Union Army. Louisville was a base of operations, and Louis’s earliest memories included taking food and coffee to the soldiers.[6]

			Like many Jewish immigrants, the Brandeis family prioritized education. Louis excelled and attended Harvard Law School. When he returned for a time to Louisville, he was cast into the tensions that gave rise to populism, as railroad workers responded to wage cuts with riots. Whereas he had once poured coffee for Union soldiers, Louis Brandeis now carried a gun as part of a community effort to restore order.[7] This Gilded Age unrest opened his eyes to how the social contract among Americans needed to be amended as industrialization concentrated wealth and power in a ruling class. For Brandeis, the imperative to adapt laws to changing circumstances instead of seeing the laws as fixed would shape his career as a lawyer, with far-reaching consequences for American jurisprudence.

			Brandeis returned to Boston and started a successful private law practice. By 1907, he was a millionaire, and savvy investments assured him a life of comfort.[8] Brandeis supplemented this success with civic pursuits. He joined the faculty of Harvard Law and recruited men like Oliver Wendell Holmes to join him. He co-authored an article entitled “The Right to Privacy” in which he argued that an individual had the right to be left alone at a time when media and technology were growing more intrusive. “Numerous mechanical devices,” the authors presciently wrote, “threaten to make good the prediction that ‘what is whispered in the closet shall be proclaimed from the house-tops.’ ”[9] The article foreshadowed Brandeis’s lifelong work of strengthening individual rights against state or corporate power.

			After the turn of the century, Brandeis joined the ranks of progressive reformers. He loathed corruption and organized opposition to a municipal transportation scheme that would have stuck riders with higher fares to benefit the Boston Elevated, which in turn paid off politicians. He fought against the monopolization of the New England Railroad, which pitted him against the embodiment of Gilded Age capitalism, J.P. Morgan. He took on life insurance companies that defrauded widows and orphans while they lined the pockets of executives and diverted funds to influence politicians and financial markets.[10]

			As Brandeis became a prominent reformer, he cultivated an ideal of the lawyer as someone who served the public good. He gave a speech in which he castigated the legal profession for its narrow focus on profit. “Instead of holding a position of independence, between the wealthy and the people, prepared to curb the excesses of either, able lawyers have, to a large extent, allowed themselves to become adjuncts of great corporations,” he said, “and have neglected the obligation to use their powers for the protection of the people. We hear much of the ‘corporation lawyer’ and far too little of the ‘people’s lawyer.’ ”[11]

			Brandeis saw himself as this “people’s lawyer”—a twentieth-century polymath who advanced progressive causes through his legal work and public campaigns. His target was what he termed “bigness”: When a corporation, trust, or business became too big, he argued, it inevitably became unwieldy, stifled innovation, and protected its own profits at the expense of public goods. These big businesses forced their workers to endure long hours, often performing monotonous tasks, which similarly stifled creativity and innovation. Bigness also threatened democracy, as businesses bought politicians and denied workers the capacity to be active in their communities.[12]

			The solution, to Brandeis, was not to replace big corporations with big government. Instead, it was limited but good government: rooting out corruption, regulating business, building effective administration, and promoting fair competition. He was a liberal reformer, not a revolutionary. He argued for enhanced public education, improved wages, workplace protections, and a safety net for workers, but stopped short of socialism. By embracing those ideas, the United States could better defend the interests of its own citizens and set an example for the entire world.
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			Brandeis turned to politics to advance his ideas. He became emblematic of the people who populated the upper ranks of the American establishment for the next century: the intellectual who thrives in private practice, advises politicians, and rotates in and out of public positions.

			This put Brandeis at the center of the progressive movement which captured both political parties. He supported much of Teddy Roosevelt’s program during his presidency. He befriended the Wisconsin reformer Robert La Follette and campaigned on his behalf when La Follette mounted an unsuccessful challenge to the Republican President William Howard Taft. After LaFollette dropped out, Brandeis advised the Democratic candidate, Woodrow Wilson, becoming a co-architect of his “New Freedom Agenda.”

			Wilson’s election and subsequent achievements represented a high-water mark for Brandeis’s political influence. The New Freedom Agenda took aspects of the populist program that Mary Lease espoused. Tariff reforms rolled back protectionist policies which favored special interests at the expense of workers and consumers. The Federal Reserve Act promoted economic stability by establishing a central bank to oversee monetary policy. The Federal Trade Commission was established to protect consumers while supporting fairer competition. Laws provided workers compensation and prevented child labor. This was a progressivism which curbed the excesses of bigness, uplifted workers, and facilitated a more effective use of government without upending the systems within which Americans lived.[13]

			Everything that Brandeis did was infused with that immigrant’s sense of patriotism that his father, Adolph, had felt on his first visit to America. This was a country where a Jewish subject of the Habsburg empire could see himself in the democratic institutions established by America’s Christian founders and raise a son who could become an advisor to the President of the United States. Brandeis internalized this immigrant ideal of success: finding opportunity, loving your country, and pursuing education as a pathway to active citizenship. His family had left behind a Christian empire and found a secular identity rooted in democracy.

			After the outbreak of World War I in August 1914, that ideal took on a heightened importance. In what was a surprising turn, Brandeis took on the leadership of the American Zionist movement. He was not an observant Jew. He was a rationalist, a man who figured out what he believed through the careful examination of facts and an immersion in the realities of the world. In this way, he represented a strain of European Jewish identity drawn to the secular humanism which emerged—in part—from the Enlightenment, the same tradition that stirred America’s founders.[14] But this secularism did not dimmish his pride in his identity. “Jews,” he once said, “gave to the world its three greatest religions, reverence for law, and the highest conceptions of morality.”[15]

			Alongside these achievements, Brandeis knew all too well that being Jewish could be dangerous. The nineteenth-century Europe which his family left was roiling with anti-Semitism. In the Russian Empire, there were violent pogroms which brutalized, dehumanized, and displaced Jews across Eastern Europe. In Central and Western Europe, the rise of nationalism posed challenging questions for established, middle class Jews. Would it be possible, or even safe, for Jews to integrate into ethnically organized nation-states, or among the factions of diverse empires?

			With the outbreak of World War I, the dangers of European nationalism were suddenly on violent display, as Jews were conscripted to fight against one another for empires that often viewed them as less than full citizens. As one of America’s wealthier and well-connected Jews, he felt an obligation to help. He quickly breathed life into American Zionism, building a nationwide infrastructure of fundraising, grassroots support, and organizations which helped build schools, hospitals, and kibbutzim in Palestine. These efforts established an infrastructure that endures to this day, giving American Jews organized political influence while providing resources for Jews moving to Palestine.[16]

			Yet Brandeis did not encourage American Jews to migrate to Israel. Within the United States, he believed, Jews could be secure and successful. Nor was Brandeis motivated by a religious project. His efforts were aimed at protecting European Jews and building a model society founded upon self-determination. In a succinct mission statement in 1915, he said: “Zionism seeks to establish in Palestine, for such Jews as choose to go and remain there, and for their descendants, a legally secured home, where they may live together and lead a Jewish life; where they may expect ultimately to constitute a majority of the population, and may look forward to what we should call home rule.”[17]

			Brandeis was sensitive to the idea that Zionist Americans could be accused of dual loyalty, just as European Jews had been stigmatized. He addressed this issue directly: “Let no American imagine that Zionism is inconsistent with patriotism,” he said. “Multiple loyalties are objectionable only if they are inconsistent. A man is a better citizen of the United States for being also loyal to his family, loyal to his profession, loyal to his trade, and loyal to his religion.”[18]

			His experience of the law, politics, and now the onset of war had steadily expanded his own sense of a progressive American identity. By 1915, he was developing his ideal of an Americanism in which assimilation did not require uniformity. On the contrary, so long as Americans agreed upon the secular creed of the country’s founding, the presence of multiple identities within individuals and communities enriched the United States.
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			Just under a year into World War I, Brandeis was asked to deliver the annual Fourth of July oration at Faneuil Hall in Boston. There was a long tradition of using Independence Day as a hook to discuss the nature of American identity. In 1915, the issue was particularly charged, as the country considered its place in a world that was at war.

			The invitation reflected the peculiar place that Brandeis occupied in American life: He was a successful member of the nation’s legal and political establishment, but also a thorn in the side of the powerful. In Boston, he had campaigned for years against the corruption of the city’s business community and politicians, including the mayor who introduced him. In short, he was both an insider and outsider.[19] His speech distilled his view of “true Americanism”—pulling together the different threads of his life and work, from ideas which had shaped the progressive movement to his more recent leadership of American Zionism. Brandeis began with a slogan popularized by another multifaceted public intellectual: Benjamin Franklin.

			Louis Brandeis 
True Americanism

			July 4, 1915

			Boston, Massachusetts

			E pluribus unum. Out of many one, was the motto adopted by the founders of the Republic when they formed a union of the thirteen states. To these we have added, from time to time, thirty-five more. The founders were convinced, as we are, that a strong nation could be built through federation. They were also convinced, as we are, that in America, under a free government, many peoples would make one nation. Throughout all these years we have admitted to our country and to citizenship immigrants from the diverse lands of Europe. We had faith that thereby we would best serve ourselves and mankind. This faith has been justified. The United States has grown great. The immigrants and their immediate descendants have proved themselves as loyal as any citizens of the country. Liberty has knit us closely together as Americans. Note the common devotion to our country’s emblem expressed at the recent Flag Day celebration in New York by boys and girls representing more than twenty different nationalities warring abroad. On the nation’s birthday it is customary for us to gather together for the purpose of considering how we may better serve our country. This year we are asked to address ourselves to the newcomers and to make this Fourth of July what has been termed Americanization Day. [20]

			

			—

			As Brandeis spoke, massive armies were dug into trenches along the front lines of the European continent, their soldiers massacring one another along with the notion of a peaceful and liberalizing Europe. Brandeis took implicit aim at the systems that made such senseless carnage possible. The rule of a King, Kaiser, or Czar. The maintenance of empires that served the interests of a ruling class. The self-regarding exceptionalism of nation-states organized by ethnicity.

			By contrast, the United States was a multiethnic democracy, poised to eclipse the Old World from which so many of its people came. “Note the common devotion to our country’s emblem expressed at the recent Flag Day celebration in New York,” Brandeis boasted, “by boys and girls representing more than twenty different nationalities warring abroad.” Americans had created within their borders a harmony which eluded Europeans. It was the success of that effort—Americanism contrasted with European nationalism—which would be his subject.

			What is Americanization? It manifests itself, in a superficial way, when the immigrant adopts the clothes, the manners and the customs generally prevailing here. Far more important is the manifestation presented when he substitutes for his mother tongue the English language as the common medium of speech. But the adoption of our language, manners and customs is only a small part of the process. To become Americanized the change wrought must be fundamental. However great his outward conformity, the immigrant is not Americanized unless his interests and affections have become deeply rooted here. And we properly demand of the immigrant even more than this. He must be brought into complete harmony with our ideals and aspirations and cooperate with us for their attainment. Only when this has been done will he possess the national consciousness of an American.

			I say “he must be brought into complete harmony.” But let us not forget that many a poor immigrant comes to us from distant lands, ignorant of our language, strange in tattered clothes and with jarring manners, who is already truly American in this most important sense; who has long shared our ideals and who, oppressed and persecuted abroad, has yearned for our land of liberty and for the opportunity of aiding in the realization of its aims.[21]

			

			—

			Brandeis mastered the straightforward rhetorical device of asking and answering questions, like a teacher treating his audience as the class. This style amplified his strengths as both an intellectual authority and a generalist capable of distilling big ideas into straightforward language. “What is Americanization?” he asked, before providing an answer that unfolded from the obvious to the more profound.

			Brandeis began by running through the common elements associated with assimilation into American society—clothes, customs, and the English language—but he was quick to call that insufficient. The immigrant, he said, “must be brought into complete harmony with our ideals and aspirations and cooperate with us for their attainment.” Brandeis then made a statement that defied a rising tide of nativism and still appears radical set against America’s periodically xenophobic politics, one which echoed Frederick Douglass’s argument that Chinese immigrants demonstrated their Americanness by choosing to become striving exiles.

			Even before assimilation, Brandeis said, the immigrant who has chosen to come to America “is already truly American in this most important sense” because they have chosen to pursue liberty and opportunity. American identity is more about who you aspire to be than who you are.

			Our form of government, as well as humanity, compels us to strive for the development of the individual man. Under universal suffrage (soon to be extended to women) every voter is a part ruler of the state. Unless the rulers have, in the main, education and character, and are free men, our great experiment in democracy must fail. It devolves upon the state, therefore, to fit its rulers for their task. It must provide not only facilities for development but the opportunity of using them. It must not only provide opportunity, it must stimulate the desire to avail of it. Thus we are compelled to insist upon the observance of what we somewhat vaguely term the American standard of living; we become necessarily our brothers’ keepers.

			What does this standard imply? In substance, the exercise of those rights which our Constitution guarantees, the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. Life, in this connection, means living, not existing; liberty, freedom in things industrial as well as political; happiness includes, among other things, that satisfaction which can come only through the full development and utilization of one’s faculties. In order that men may live and not merely exist, in order that men may develop their faculties, they must have a reasonable income; they must have health and leisure. High wages will not meet the workers’ need unless employment be regular. The best of wages will not compensate for excessively long working hours which undermine health. And working conditions may be so bad as to nullify the good effects of high wages and short hours. The essentials of American citizenship are not satisfied by supplying merely the material needs or even the wants of the worker.

			Every citizen must have education, broad and continuous. This essential of citizenship is not met by an education which ends at the age of fourteen, or even at eighteen or twenty-two. Education must continue throughout life. A country cannot be governed well by rulers whose education and mental development are gained only from their attendance at the common school. Whether the education of the citizen in later years is to be given in classes or from the public platform, or is to be supplied through discussion in the lodges and the trade unions, or is to be gained from the reading of papers, periodicals and books, in any case, freshness of mind is indispensable to its attainment. And to the preservation of freshness of mind a short workday is as essential as adequate food and proper conditions of working and of living. The worker must, in other words, have leisure. But leisure does not imply idleness. It means ability to work not less but more, ability to work at something besides breadwinning, ability to work harder while working at breadwinning, and ability to work more years at breadwinning. Leisure, so defined, is an essential of successful democracy.

			Furthermore, the citizen in a successful democracy must not only have education, he must be free. Men are not free if dependent industrially upon the arbitrary will of another. Industrial liberty on the part of the worker cannot, therefore, exist if there be an overweening industrial power. Some curb must be placed upon capitalistic combination. Nor will even this curb be effective unless the workers cooperate, as in trade unions. Control and cooperation are both essential to industrial liberty.

			And if the American is to be fitted for his task as a ruler, he must have besides education and industrial liberty also some degree of financial independence. Our existing industrial system is converting an ever increasing percentage of the population into wage-earners; and experience teaches us that a large part of these become at some time financial dependents, by reason of sickness, accident, invalidity, superannuation, unemployment or premature death of the breadwinner of the family. Contingencies like these, which are generally referred to in the individual case as misfortunes, are now recognized as ordinary incidents in the life of the wage-earner. The need of providing indemnity against financial losses from such ordinary contingencies in the workingman’s life has become apparent and is already being supplied in other countries. The standard worthy to be called American implies some system of social insurance.

			And since the child is the father of the man, we must bear constantly in mind that the American standard of living cannot be attained or preserved unless the child is not only well fed but well born; unless he lives under conditions wholesome morally as well as physically; unless he is given education adequate both in quantity and in character to fit him for life’s work.[22]

			

			—

			Having buttressed the legitimacy of immigration, Brandeis used another question to define what he meant by achieving harmony with Americanness. “What are American ideals?” he asked, not lacking the confidence to answer this question. “They are the development of the individual for his own and the common good; the development of the individual through liberty, and the attainment of the common good through democracy and social justice.” While filled with buzzwords of American patriotism, Brandeis’s chosen emphasis reflected the progressive era. A sense of a common good. A focus on liberty consistent with his lifelong defense of free speech and privacy against state or corporate power. An embrace of social justice—a concept not emphasized by the founders—which recognized economic rights alongside political ones.

			Brandeis then began to fill in layers of a deeper foundation underneath American life. Government should be limited but committed to justice, fairness, and opportunity for citizens bound by a secular creed. The cultivation of the individual citizen was good for the nation because in the United States “every voter is a part ruler of the state…. It devolves upon the state, therefore, to fit its rulers for their task.” This concept was far from the global norm at the time, as conscripted subjects faced off in Europe and America itself had generally been ruled by a narrow elite of property-owning white men. While the notion of citizen-rulers harkened back to the founding fathers’ reverence for ancient Greece and the Roman Republic, Brandeis updated this notion for a new century: The ruling citizenry was now larger and more diverse and about to include women. Therefore, the state needed better citizens to achieve better outcomes.

			To cultivate better citizens, Americans needed to embrace a progressive agenda: access to a “reasonable income,” health, and time for leisure and communal participation. The nature of the American economy was linked to the strength of American democracy because a healthy democracy depended on voters who were healthy in body and mind. That meant higher wages, shorter working hours, curbs on capitalist excess, trade unions, and “some system of social insurance.” These ideas reflected reforms that Brandeis had promoted while anticipating progressive battles of the next century—for Social Security, health care, minimum wages, paid leave, and other policies. There was an even more direct link between a healthy democracy and an effective citizenry in Brandeis’s focus on “broad and continuous” education throughout life. A country cannot be governed well by rulers whose education and mental development end with their formal schooling.

			Viewed from the reactionary perspective of populist anti-intellectualism, Brandeis could be dismissed as an elitist snob, out of touch with the common citizen, the real American. But Brandeis recognized the danger of that thinking. When public education is minimal, civic education is dumbed down, schools are venues for culture wars, and intellectualism is cast as a vice, it is easier for a ruling class or strongman to control the people who are supposed to be rulers in a democracy. Lies are more easily repeated. Enemies are more easily demagogued. Power is more easily concentrated. Autocrats manufacture ignorance as an electoral strategy. By contrast, true democracy—true Americanness—requires the promotion of better education to achieve better electoral outcomes.

			Such are our ideals and the standard of living we have erected for ourselves. But what is there in these ideals which is peculiarly American? Many nations seek to develop the individual man for himself and for the common good. Some are as liberty-loving as we. Some pride themselves upon institutions more democratic than our own. Still others, less conspicuous for liberty or democracy, claim to be more successful in attaining social justice. And we are not the only nation which combines love of liberty with the practice of democracy and a longing for social justice. But there is one feature in our ideals and practices which is peculiarly American—it is inclusive brotherhood.

			Other countries, while developing the individual man, have assumed that their common good would be attained only if the privileges of their citizenship should be limited practically to natives or to persons or a particular nationality. America, on the other hand, has always declared herself for equality of nationalities as well as equality of individuals. It recognizes racial equality as an essential of full human liberty and true brotherhood, and that racial equality is the complement of democracy. America has, therefore, given like welcome to all the peoples of Europe.

			Democracy rests upon two pillars: one, the principle that all men are equally entitled to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness; and the other, the conviction that such equal opportunity will most advance civilization. Aristocracy, on the other hand, denies both these postulates. It rests upon the principle of the superman. It willingly subordinates the many to the few, and seeks to justify sacrificing the individual by insisting that civilization will be advanced by such sacrifices.

			The struggles of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries both in peace and in war were devoted largely to overcoming the aristocratic position as applied to individuals. In establishing the equal right of every person to development it became clear that equal opportunity for all involves this necessary limitation: each man may develop himself so far, but only so far, as his doing so will not interfere with the exercise of a like right by all others. Thus liberty came to mean the right to enjoy life, to acquire property, to pursue happiness in such a manner and to such extent only as the exercise of the right in each is consistent with the exercise of a like right by every other of our fellow citizens. Liberty thus defined underlies twentieth-century democracy. Liberty thus defined exists in a large part of the western world. And even where this equal right of each individual has not yet been accepted as a political right, its ethical claim is gaining recognition.

			America, dedicated to liberty and the brotherhood of man, rejected the aristocratic principle of the superman as applied to peoples as it rejected the principle when applied to individuals. America has believed that each race had something of peculiar value which it can contribute to the attainment of those high ideals for which it is striving. America has believed that we must not only give the immigrant the best that we have, but must preserve for America the good that is in the immigrant and develop in him the best of which he is capable. America has believed that in differentiation, not in uniformity, lies the path of progress. It acted on this belief; it has advanced human happiness, and it has prospered.

			On the other hand, the aristocratic theory as applied to peoples survived generally throughout Europe. It was there assumed by the stronger countries that the full development of one people necessarily involved its domination over another, and that only by such domination would civilization advance. Strong nationalities, assuming their own superiority, came to believe that they possessed the divine right to subject other peoples to their sway; and the belief in the existence of such a right ripened into a conviction that there was also a duty to exercise it. The Russianizing of Finland, the Prussianizing of Poland and Alsace, the Magyarizing of Croatia, the persecution of the Jews in Russia and Roumania, are the fruits of this arrogant claim of superiority; and that claim is also the underlying cause of the present war.

			The movements of the last century have proved that whole peoples have individuality no less marked than that of the single person; that the individuality of a people is irrepressible, and that the misnamed internationalism which seeks the obliteration of nationalities or peoples is unattainable. The new nationalism adopted by America proclaims that each race or people, like each individual, has the right and duty to develop, and that only through such differentiated development will high civilization be attained. Not until these principles of nationalism, like those of democracy, are generally accepted will liberty be fully attained and minorities secure in their rights. Not until then can the foundation be laid for a lasting peace among the nations.

			The world longs for an end of this war, and even more a peace that will endure. It turns anxiously to the United States, the one great neutral country, and bids us point the way. And we may not answer: Go the way of liberty and justice, led by democracy and the new nationalism. Without these, international congresses and supreme courts will prove vain and disarmament “The Great Illusion.”

			And let us remember the poor parson of whom Chaucer says:

			“But Criste’s lore, and his Apostles twelve,

			He taught, but first he followed it hymselve.”[23]

			

			—

			Having defined American ideals, Brandeis used another question to differentiate the United States from other nations: “What is there in these ideals,” he asked, “which is peculiarly American?” Citizens have a need for belonging, a feeling of connection to something bigger than themselves. Brandeis’s remedy was not ethno-nationalism, the cult of a strongman or the allure of socialism: It was “inclusive brotherhood.” The key word was “inclusive,” an embrace of diversity. “Other countries,” he said, “have assumed that their common good would be attained only if the privileges of their citizenship should be limited practically to natives or to persons of a particular nationality. America, on the other hand, has always declared herself for equality of nationalities as well as equality of individuals.”

			Brandeis contrasted this inclusive equality with European aristocracy, which, he argued, “rests upon the principle of the superman. It willingly subordinates the many to the few, and seeks to justify sacrificing the individual by insisting that civilization will be advanced by such sacrifices.” Here, he was diagnosing why those European soldiers were stuck in trenches. The concept of the “superman” surmised that an individual could transcend morality through his actions, rendering the masses of people disposable—a concept that could be seen in the slaughter of World War I and anticipated the rise to power of an Austrian soldier of that war who would go on to create the Nazi party: Adolf Hitler.

			In place of European aristocracy, Brandeis cast himself as an inheritor of both the American Revolution and the revolutions of 1848, which propelled his family to the United States. “The struggles of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,” he said, “both in peace and in war were devoted largely to overcoming the aristocratic position as applied to individuals.” The next stage of this work was to extend rights and opportunities to everyone. If your fellow citizen does not have the same rights and opportunities that you do, then you will be diminished. If your fellow citizen is subjugated, then you will be at risk from the “bigness” that Brandeis disdained: big corporate power, big government, or any form of power that denies an individual’s identity.

			Having built this logic of equality like a lawyer presenting his case to a jury, Brandeis returned to the necessity of diversity. He did so in a manner consistent with his defense of Zionism, the idea that a citizen should be free to have multiple identities under the umbrella of Americanness. “America has believed that we must not only give the immigrant the best that we have, but must preserve for America the good that is in the immigrant and develop in him the best of which he is capable. America has believed that in differentiation, not in uniformity, lies the path of progress.” A nationalism rooted in ethnic identity or rigid ideology promotes a uniformity that asserts that one group or individual’s identity is superior to another’s; diversity presupposes that each individual’s identity enriches a greater whole: E pluribus unum.

			“Strong nationalities,” he added, “assuming their own superiority, came to believe that they possessed the divine right to subject other peoples to their sway.” This belief led to subjugation and war. Within its borders, America had the answer to its own citizens’ needs and to what ailed the world as well. This argument anticipated America’s intervention in the war two years later, and also Woodrow Wilson’s efforts to define a peace based on self-determination for the different factions of Europe, particularly those who had participated in the revolutions of 1848. Nations had to find a way to coexist, just as people had found a way to coexist within the United States: “Not until then can the foundation be laid for a lasting peace among nations.”

			This is why Brandeis’s speech is so enduring: He described the identity that would carry America to unprecedented heights, reflecting the confidence—indeed, the arrogance—of a democracy poised to become a superpower that would spend a century trying to shape a world order in its own image. More than those of Douglass, Dickinson, or Lease, it was Brandeis’s words that both reflected the present and pointed to the future. “The world longs for an end of this war,” he said, “and even more a peace that will endure. It turns anxiously to the United States, the one great neutral country, and bids us point the way.”

			The Christian ending from Chaucer sums up a cornerstone of Brandeis’s argument: Before you can preach to the world, you must set an example at home. That is what America was doing in Louis Brandeis’s telling: a nation of immigrants coming of age, flexing its industrial might, smoothing out the rough edges of capitalism, investing in better citizens, forging a collective identity, poised to become a superpower. Following its entry into World War I, the United States would—for better and worse—preach its gospel of democracy to the world for the next century.
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			For all his idealism, there was a hole in the Americanism of Louis Brandeis. “Throughout all these years,” he said near the beginning of his speech, “we have admitted to our country and to citizenship immigrants from the diverse lands of Europe.” Toward the end, he declared that “racial equality is the complement of democracy. America has, therefore, given like welcome to all the peoples of Europe.” Brandeis’s defense of diversity was radical in its embrace of European pluralism but conspicuously excluded America’s most entrenched exclusions: Black citizens living under Jim Crow, Chinese immigrants barred entry by federal law, and Native Americans confined to reservations did not figure into his picture of “inclusive brotherhood.”

			In this, Brandeis was in step with his times. The administration of Woodrow Wilson that he advised was racist, segregating the federal workforce and showing deference to the apartheid system of Southern states, which delivered Democratic votes. In the Boston where Brandeis spoke, Black residents faced enormous structural disparities in housing, education, and employment, and were incapable of enjoying the full citizenship that Brandeis affirmed. His silence on these matters, while unexceptional, contrasted with the loftiness of his rhetoric and breadth of his vision: Surely a man with such wide-ranging interests in the society noticed these inequalities.

			It is useful to consider Brandeis’s speech on “True Americanism” alongside Douglass’s “Composite Nation.” The America that emerged from the crucible of civil war was concerned with race, and the prophetic Douglass could foresee that the promise of equality was meaningless if it did not extend to all people. “I want a home here not only for the negro, the mulatto and the Latin races,” he had said, “but I want the Asiatic to find a home here in the United States, and feel at home here, both for his sake and for ours.”[24] Fifty years after Douglass spoke those words, Brandeis spoke with a narrower vision about who was to feel at home in the United States.

			On matters of opportunity and social justice, Brandeis was far more detailed than Douglass; indeed, his ideas would have done much to strengthen and fill out Douglass’s argument. However, this speaks to an uncomfortable reality of the progressive era: Programs of public education, empowerment, and social insurance focused on white citizens. Brandeis was attuned to the dangers of concentrated power when it came to monopolies or an intrusive state, but not to the dangers of concentrated power when it came to Jim Crow laws or the exclusion of non-white immigrants: the bigness of white supremacy, which was even more expansive, entrenched, and impervious to democratic accountability than the systems that Brandeis battled. While America overcame the aristocratic theory that pitted European nationalities against one another, it perpetuated that same theory in its treatment of non-white people.

			This blind spot extended abroad as well. When Wilson brought his plan for peace to Europe after World War I, he promoted self-determination—a powerful concept that led to the formation of new nations and the dismantling of the Austro-Hungarian empire which the Brandeis family had fled. Yet self-determination did not extend to the overseas colonies of the European empires, even as people from those places were inspired by it. When a young Ho Chi Minh tried to make his case for Vietnamese independence to Wilson at the Paris Peace Conference, he was ignored. Chinese nationalists who had supplied hundreds of thousands of laborers to support the European war effort were left subordinate to European empires. Arabs who had fought to defeat the Ottoman Empire were turned into European colonies.[25] Wilson’s secretary of state, Robert Lansing, wrote that self-determination was not meant for “races, peoples, or communities whose state of barbarism or ignorance deprive them of the capacity to choose intelligently their political affiliations.”[26] This attitude was noted at the time by people like Ho Chi Minh, Javal Nehru in India, and Mao Zedong in China—with far-reaching consequences for the next century.

			Of course, Louis Brandeis did know the sting of discrimination. The scourge of anti-Semitism motivated his family’s emigration to America, shadowed his time in public life, and infused his commitment to Zionism for European Jews—a commitment that would be validated after the Holocaust confirmed Brandeis’s critique of European nationalism and supremacy. But the blind spot in Brandeis’s message mirrored a hypocrisy within Zionism that was linked to America’s selective embrace of self-determination. There was something necessary and just about Jews leaving Europe to become self-governing citizens. But in doing so, Zionists carried to Palestine the same European nationalism that compelled their movement in the first place. Self-determination for Jews came at the expense of self-determination for the Palestinians.

			In Zionism, Brandeis saw a force intertwined with his idea of Americanism. Both America and Zionism represented projects of social engineering—places where progress could be realized through democratic design. For instance, Brandeis took an interest in the development of Alaska. There, he saw a blank slate which allowed the government to engineer a new society. The indigenous people of Alaska were largely an afterthought. Similarly, Palestine was a blank slate, and the Palestinians who lived there were incidental to the project of forging a new nation.[27]

			Nations, like people, have multiple identities and are both the better and worse versions of themselves. Viewed one way, the United States is a safe haven and homeland for people who fled oppression and built a nation founded upon democratic principles; viewed another way, the United States was founded by people who colonized land that wasn’t theirs, with little regard for the indigenous people they displaced and a willingness to use violence to displace them. A similar paradox would shadow Israel’s own eventual founding and the American Zionist movement, and the colonization and violence that have taken place since.

			In Brandeis’s speech, we see the totality of the twentieth century to come: the extraordinary ascent and achievement of the American superpower and allies like Israel, as well as the exclusion that sowed the seeds for conflict, violence, and inequality which persist to this day.
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			The rest of Louis Brandeis’s life’s work helped create a basis for filling out his vision of Americanness. In 1916, he was nominated to the Supreme Court, where he remained for over two decades. He defended civil liberties. He opposed the warrantless wiretapping of telephone conversations. He expanded protections for free speech. He continued to oppose the concentration of corporate or government power at the expense of the individual. The government, he believed, should generally stay out of people’s homes and thoughts while protecting the rights of the individual.

			Viewed as a whole, Brandeis’s opinions advanced his belief that American jurisprudence needed to account for changing realities. Hadn’t the law fallen short, he asked, when it “had not kept pace with the rapid development of our political, economic and social ideals?”[28] The Constitution contained fixed principles, but it was designed to be flexible. This notion of Constitutional law as an evolving enterprise, one that must be responsive to a changing society, helped make possible much of the progress toward equality throughout the next century, including the dismantling of segregation, the safeguarding of abortion rights, and support for gay marriage. Globally, it contributed to the development of laws of war and protections for universal human rights.

			All of that history remained in front of the America which Brandeis exalted in 1915. “True Americanism” described a nation coming of age. It reflected the idealism of progressives who demanded more out of their government, at home and around the world. It embodied the influence of the European immigrants who had come to America’s shores, carrying with them frustrated nineteenth-century revolutionary beliefs, just as eighteenth-century immigrants represented a mix of persecuted and striving communities who made a revolution of their own. And it brushed past the failure of Reconstruction to forge the composite nation that Frederick Douglass advocated in his argument for a more expansive form of American nationalism.

			Brandeis, and the progressive era he embodied, served as a bridge from the populism of Mary Lease to the presidency of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Roosevelt’s New Deal would advance many of the reforms that Brandeis championed. But it also extended the role of big government beyond Brandeis’s comfort zone. When he joined other justices in striking down Roosevelt’s National Industrial Recovery Act, Brandeis had a stern message for the government’s lawyer. “I want you to go back and tell the president that we’re not going to let this government centralize everything.”[29] Yet it would take the bigness of government to get the United States out of a depression, win World War II, and forge a new order at home and abroad. The American experiment would become fully globalized, spreading a gospel of freedom that carried with it both the promise and contradictions of Brandeis’s Americanism.

		

	
		
			
				10.

				Franklin Delano Roosevelt: 
Four Freedoms
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				“That is no vision of a distant millennium. It is a definite basis for a kind of world attainable in our own time and generation. That kind of world is the very antithesis of the so-called new order of tyranny which the dictators seek to create with the crash of a bomb.”

			

			1940

			On July 5, 1940, Franklin Delano Roosevelt previewed his future presidential library for a pack of assembled press at his estate in Hyde Park, New York. While his focus was on this physical manifestation of his legacy, his mind was on events unfolding an ocean away.

			Roosevelt was nearing the end of his second term. With the election just four months away, he had not yet tipped his hand about whether he would seek a third term. Just a few months earlier, the prospect seemed unlikely. No president had ever done so. Weary from leading the nation through the Great Depression and his New Deal, the president had told numerous associates that he planned to retire. Yet Roosevelt possessed an irrepressible will. It was there, at Hyde Park, where he had forced himself to walk the length of his quarter-mile gravel driveway after he was stricken with polio and partially paralyzed. Day after day, leaning on crutches, he swung his inert legs forward just a bit farther down the driveway, carrying fourteen-pound steel braces that extended up to his hips.[1] That stubborn ambition propelled him to the White House, while that quiet suffering gave him unusual kinship with the downtrodden. He was a member of the monied East Coast establishment and scion of a family that produced another US president, but Franklin Roosevelt knew in his bones what it felt like to be an underdog.

			By that July day in 1940, democracy itself was the world’s underdog. The Nazis had subjugated most of Europe, occupied Paris, and set their eyes on Britain. In the United States, isolationist forces opposed assistance to the British, expressed affinity for the Third Reich, and were eager to see the end of Roosevelt’s presidency. Roosevelt had suggested that a grave deterioration of events in Europe was the scenario that could lead him to seek a third term; now, that was coming to pass.

			For the time being, though, Roosevelt was showing reporters what would become part of the first modern presidential library: archives, exhibitions, space for tens of thousands of books. He showed off family heirlooms and the house that had been his retreat for so long. Finally, things got more serious. Journalists asked if Roosevelt was working on his national defense strategy. One asked if Dutchess County would play any role in producing more armaments. “The only thing I can tell you, you cannot print,” Roosevelt answered, mischievously.

			Presidents are usually on guard: Direct questions about sensitive matters are often met with a perfunctory response. But contemplative questions can draw out something more interesting: a president’s thought process, what’s churning in their mind. So it was with Roosevelt that day. A journalist noted that he had read all of Roosevelt’s speeches and statements on foreign affairs. “I think I find four objectives there,” he said, working his way into a question. “The first would be to prevent aggression…” Roosevelt interrupted him, launching into an answer that previewed what would become one of the most impactful formulations ever uttered by an American president.

			Roosevelt began by noting that on the previous day he had read the Declaration of Independence, which contrasted with the fascism ascendant abroad. He then sought to define an anti-fascist basis for world politics. “You might say there are certain freedoms,” he noted. “The first I would call freedom of information.” This Roosevelt defined as the capacity of a citizenry to be informed, “because you will never have a completely stable world without freedom of knowledge.” The second was freedom of religion, which he acknowledged democracies had protected, “not always, but almost all the time.” The third was the individual’s freedom of expression “as long as you don’t advocate the overthrow of the government,” echoing an expansive view of this right that had been defended by Louis Brandeis. The fourth freedom echoed Roosevelt’s own soaring words from his 1933 inaugural address, repurposed for global events: “freedom from fear, so that people won’t be afraid of being bombed from the air or attacked, one way or the other, by some other nation.” With that, he had enumerated four freedoms that contrasted with the emerging world order of the fascists. “Does that cover it pretty well?” Roosevelt asked the assembled press.

			A journalist from the Philadelphia Inquirer took the bait. “Well, I had a fifth in mind,” he said, “which you might describe as ‘freedom from want’—free trade, opening up trade.” Roosevelt liked this idea. “Yes, that is true,” he said. “I had that in mind but forgot it. Freedom from want.” Having now defined these five freedoms, Roosevelt returned to the problems at home. He was worried, he said, about isolationists who found the strength and efficiency of fascist government appealing—so much so that “they are willing to compromise, willing to keep their mouths shut, they are willing by silence to give the impression of acquiescence.”[2]

			Over the next few months, Roosevelt battled with isolationists at home, announced his decision to run for a third term, won an election, and pulled public opinion in the direction of increased American engagement in World War II. In January 1941, he would address a joint session of Congress about the necessity of increased American support for the fight against fascism. In that speech, he returned to the subject of his Hyde Park remarks, and committed the United States to the defense of four freedoms that would define its purpose in the coming war and lay the groundwork for the American-led international order which followed.
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			Franklin Delano Roosevelt came of age at the dawn of the twentieth century. Politically, the United States was moving into a progressive era that would be defined in part by his distant cousin Theodore Roosevelt. Abroad, the United States was joining the ranks of Western empires, imposing colonial authority in Puerto Rico and fighting a bloody war of conquest in the Philippines. Technologically, life was being transformed with the onset of electricity, the automobile, the telephone, and the radio.

			Roosevelt’s ascent through Democratic politics tracked the progressive and internationalist turn of his party. He served the Wilson Administration as assistant secretary of the Navy, where he became familiar with the mechanics of equipping an expanding military force while navigating a gradual American entry into a European war.[3] Then, in 1921, Roosevelt was stricken with the polio that left him largely paralyzed from the waist down. After recuperating and relearning how to be in the world with a disability, he won election as governor of New York in 1928. Then the stock market crashed and the economy plunged into a depression.

			Throughout the 1920s, the Republicans had pivoted away from the muscular progressivism of Teddy Roosevelt to the isolationist, small government, business-friendly conservatism of Calvin Coolidge and Herbert Hoover. As the Democratic nominee in 1932, Roosevelt seized the vast opening this left behind, realigning his party with Americans who felt like they were getting a raw deal from rampant inequality and out-of-touch elites. Instead of directing assistance to the unemployed and working poor, the Hoover Administration had extended relief to banks and tried to protect business through tariffs. “It has sought temporary relief from the top down rather than permanent relief from the bottom up,” Roosevelt said on NBC’s Lucky Strike radio hour, displaying his instinct for mass communication. “These unhappy times call for the building of plans that put their faith once more in the forgotten man at the bottom of the economic pyramid.”[4]

			Roosevelt won in a landslide. His reward was a nation with failing banks, mass unemployment, and spreading poverty. If his plea for the “the forgotten man” demonstrated his plain-spokenness, Roosevelt’s inaugural address showcased his capacity for soaring rhetoric. The common thread between the two was his presentation as a teller of hard truths with a direct connection to the people. “Let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” he declared, “nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.”[5] He was simultaneously speaking to a fear within American households while challenging a paralyzed political establishment—drawing on whatever unseen reservoir of fear he had felt after his polio diagnosis.

			The flurry of subsequent activity which became known as the New Deal transformed the relationship between Americans and their government. Sprawling initiatives created jobs, built massive infrastructure projects, expanded electricity, and created Social Security. As Roosevelt cajoled, maneuvered, and steamrolled Congress, he went over the heads of politicians to speak directly to the people. In 1933, he gave the first of nearly thirty presidential radio addresses amidst fears of a run on banks. Assuming the tone of a trusted teacher, he explained things in a way that people could understand. “First of all,” he began, “let me state the simple fact that when you deposit money in a bank the bank does not put the money into a safe deposit vault.” After a summary of how the financial system worked, he assured the public while asking them to be part of the solution. “We have provided the machinery to restore our financial system; it is up to you to support and make it work.”[6]

			This was a revolution in presidential communication. In the days before radio, it would have made little sense for a president, addressing an assembled audience, to say something like “when you deposit money in a bank the bank does not put the money into a safe deposit vault.” But when the president’s voice was projected into millions of households, Roosevelt knew it would be more effective to address “you”—the individual listener. The language was simple. The examples were specific. The policy was understandable. The voice was warm and conversational—like a learned friend had pulled up a chair to tell you something important. Roosevelt respected the audience’s intelligence while making them feel less alone. In a branding worthy of the president’s innovation, Harry Butcher of CBS news dubbed the radio addresses “fireside chats.”[7]

			Roosevelt didn’t write these speeches alone. The position of White House speechwriter was relatively new—in 1921, Warren G. Harding hired the memorably named Judson Welliver as “literary clerk”—and Roosevelt worked with a team of advisors to produce drafts before revising the final text himself. Sometimes he would relay his changes to his speechwriters over a martini or a bourbon Old Fashioned at cocktail hour in the Oval Office.[8] This personal revision ensured that he knew the text well—a habit that paid off and allowed him to ad-lib in delivery. Nothing is less convincing than a politician who sounds like he’s reading a speech for the first time. By the time Roosevelt spoke, he had internalized the words and made them his own.
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			Franklin Roosevelt’s homespun style and democratic intimacy contrasted sharply with the hypnotic oratory and demagoguery that helped Adolf Hitler consolidate totalitarian control. Hitler’s time in office paralleled Roosevelt’s: He became chancellor a few weeks before Roosevelt’s first inauguration and killed himself a few weeks after Roosevelt’s death. Both men spoke to the common people in their countries and mastered new forms of mass communication. But while Roosevelt appealed to reason, Hitler’s messianic exhortations whipped crowds into a frenzy.

			During Roosevelt’s first term, as Hitler rearmed Germany and reoccupied the Rhineland, foreign affairs were a distant concern. The United States had turned inward. The European migration that Brandeis welcomed largely ended in the 1920s, as Congress passed immigration acts which continued to exclude Asians while imposing strict quotas on the number of European migrants who could enter each year. Speaking at the fiftieth anniversary of the gift of the Statue of Liberty in 1936, Roosevelt upheld this closed-door policy. “Within this present generation,” he declared, “that stream from abroad has largely stopped. We have within our shores today the materials out of which we shall continue to build an even better home for liberty.”[9] This closed-door policy shamefully continued even as Europe’s Jews sought refuge from Nazism.

			That inward turn was also evident in geopolitics. Congress had blocked America’s entry into the League of Nations, killing Woodrow Wilson’s vision of an American-led international order. In 1935 and 1937, seeing the burgeoning threat from fascist Germany and Japan, Congress sought to reinforce American neutrality, passing laws that prohibited arms exports or loans to warring nations. Roosevelt himself gave voice to the deep wariness of conflict. “We shun political commitments which might entangle us in foreign wars,” he said in the summer of 1936. “I have seen blood running from the wounded. I have seen men coughing out their gassed lungs. I have seen the dead in the mud. I have seen cities destroyed…. I hate war.”[10]

			This isolationism of 1930s America had many sources. Part of it was a healthy aversion to war. Beyond that, some German and Italian immigrants sympathized with their ancestral homes, while many Irish immigrants had little sympathy for the British. Left-wing pacifists and Communists opposed defending imperialist Europeans. Most virulently, right-wing isolationism often intermingled with sympathy for fascism. Hitler’s racial hierarchy echoed America’s own: The Nazis drew upon America’s Jim Crow laws as a template for some of their racial laws, and bogus theories of racial hygiene held sway in both countries. Hitler’s ethno-nationalism appealed to parts of the American elite: For instance, both the iconic airman Charles Lindbergh and the automobile mogul Henry Ford were leaders of the isolationist cause; they were also virulent anti-Semites, honored by the Nazi government well into the 1930s.[11]

			Isolationism had broad public support. By 1937, almost three-quarters of Americans believed that intervention in World War I had been a mistake. This was fueled in part by a belief that arms manufacturers had dragged the country into the fight to make a profit. On both the left and the right, there was a sense that the same financiers who profited during World War I had caused the Great Depression and were agitating to get the United States back into war.[12] This helps explain why the aversion to war included a reticence to provide arms or loans to European nations: doing so could become a quicksand that pulled ordinary Americans into battle while lining the pockets of financiers and arms dealers.

			Roosevelt sensed the unsustainability of this dynamic. “War is a contagion,” he warned in a 1937 speech. “We are determined to keep out of war, yet we cannot insure ourselves against the disastrous effects of war and the dangers of involvement.”[13] The isolationist press pounced on even this carefully worded warning. A bill requiring a national referendum on whether the United States could enter a war advanced in Congress, and it took a vigorous effort by the White House to defeat it. Meanwhile, Japan invaded China in 1937 and Hitler annexed Austria in March of 1938. Absent American aid, it was going to be impossible to stop the Nazi war machine.[14]

			Roosevelt was heading into his most consequential fight at a political low point. By the end of 1938, the country had slid into “the Roosevelt Recession” as a slowdown in New Deal spending led to job losses. A scheme to pack the Supreme Court had ended in embarrassment. The Republicans had made gains in the mid-term elections. Roosevelt entered 1939 as a potential lame duck president, unable to offer American allies sufficient support.
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			“I am in the midst of a long process of education,” Franklin Roosevelt wrote in a 1938 letter about his efforts to rouse the public from isolationism, “and the process seems to be working slowly but surely.”[15] By 1939, this process had to accelerate in response to world events, as Germany was conquering large swaths of Europe. In response, Roosevelt’s rhetoric, policies, and political strategy would have to work in concert. His objectives were twofold: ramping up support for European allies and preparing the United States for war.

			To achieve this, Roosevelt emphasized his commitment to avoiding war. “Let no man or woman thoughtlessly or falsely talk of America sending its armies to European fields,” he said after Germany invaded Poland. “Can we stay out of this? I not only sincerely hope so, but I believe we can and every effort will be made by this Administration to do so.”[16] That effort required providing Britain and France with assistance so that the last Western bulwarks against fascism did not collapse. Yet even as Hitler’s armies were conquering Europe, Roosevelt struggled to amend the Neutrality Acts designed to avoid entangling the United States in the war. After a months-long fight, he was only able to secure support for allies on a “cash and carry” basis, which meant that no credit could be extended, and Britain would have to both purchase armaments and transport them across the Atlantic.

			Meanwhile, Charles Lindbergh remained an avatar for isolationism, willing to say the quiet part out loud. To Lindbergh, the only cause that should compel the United States to involve itself in a war was the survival of the white race. “Racial strength is vital,” Lindbergh declared. “If the white race is ever seriously threatened, it may then be time for us to take our part for its protection.”[17] As French defenses collapsed and British forces evacuated Dunkirk, Lindbergh sustained his fervent isolationism, condemning shadowy, warmongering forces in language that echoed Hitler’s condemnations of international Jewry: “They represent a small minority of the American people, but they control much of the machinery of influence and propaganda.”[18]

			While Lindbergh gave voice to the racial subtext for American isolationism, respectable figures across the political spectrum gave it institutional legitimacy. To Roosevelt’s right were leading Republicans like Robert Taft and Herbert Hoover; to his left, were Robert LaFollette and Norman Thomas. The isolationist press included prominent publishers like William Randolph Hearst and William Lloyd Garrison’s grandson, Oswald Villard, who was an ardent anti-imperialist. Many of these strands would coalesce in the 1940 founding of the America First Committee (AFC), which recruited nearly a million members organized into hundreds of chapters, with the heaviest concentration in Midwestern states that had given rise to American populism. A large chunk of the AFC was comprised of Republicans who had always hated Roosevelt and now trained their ire on his foreign policy just as they’d fought the New Deal. [19]

			The growing Nazi cloud brought out a more forceful Roosevelt. “We will extend to the opponents of force the material resources of this nation,” he said in May 1940. “We will eliminate from our midst and from our hearts the spirit of appeasement. The spirit of isolationism is a spirit of defeatism.”[20] He found creative ways to expedite more aid to Britain by trading military support for basing rights. He enlisted leading Republicans who favored his policies, appointing Henry Stimson to run the War Department and drawing support from a Wall Street establishment that he once excoriated. Republicans, in turn, were split at their convention, and nominated the more internationalist Wendell Willkie. Meanwhile, the New Deal coalition largely held together, particularly because Roosevelt agreed to be “drafted” to run for a third term.[21]

			The election was closer than Roosevelt’s previous two. Toward the end, Willkie dialed up his rhetoric, accusing Roosevelt of acting like a dictator and predicting that he would get the United States into the war. In response, Roosevelt’s closing message implicitly rebuked the forces of America First arrayed against him. “In our American community,” he said, “we have sought to submerge all the old hatreds, all the old fears, of the old world. We are Anglo-Saxon and Latin, we are Irish and Teuton and Jewish and Scandinavian and Slav—we are American. We belong to many races and colors and creeds—we are American.”[22]

			Roosevelt’s election was a validation of an internationalist United States, which would play its part in World War II. In Britain, Winston Churchill was elated, but he was also unable to pay for American weapons. In response, Roosevelt proposed a new program of “Lend-Lease” in which he would be authorized to expedite aid to whichever ally he chose without receiving payment. He took to the radio to warn Americans that they couldn’t escape danger “by crawling into bed and pulling the covers over our heads.” Where he had once emphasized caution, he was now unequivocal. “Emphatically we must get these weapons to them in sufficient volume and quickly enough…We must be the great arsenal of democracy.”[23]
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			Franklin Roosevelt’s 1941 State of the Union address was unlike any other in American history, as the president was buoyed by his third election but shadowed by the prospect of war. The White House speechwriting team included long-time aides like Harry Hopkins and Sam Rosenman, as well as a new addition: 44-year-old Robert Sherwood, a playwright who had recently won his second Pulitzer Prize for a show about Abraham Lincoln. At 6'7", Sherwood had been rejected by the US Army during World War I; determined to serve, he fought with the Canadians. The horrors of war, and the experience of being gassed, rendered him a pacifist until he was roused to support Roosevelt’s policies in part by Charles Lindbergh. “Hitlerism,” Sherwood recalled thinking, “was already powerfully and persuasively in our own midst.”[24]

			Just two nights before the speech, Roosevelt met with his speechwriting team in the upstairs study of the White House residence. The text was nearly done, but the president was still tinkering with it and had an idea for a peroration that would tie the speech together. “We waited as he leaned far back in his swivel chair with his gaze on the ceiling,” Rosenman recalled. “The words seemed to roll off his tongue as though he had rehearsed them many times to himself.” The idea was the four freedoms, and the president dictated the text to his scribes.[25]

			On January 6, 1941, exactly eighty years before an America First president would incite an insurrection, Roosevelt entered the US Capitol. The atmosphere was charged. Sam Rayburn, the house speaker, shattered his gavel as he brought the House into order. The president gripped the podium to hold himself upright, the steel braces keeping his powerless legs in place. Tens of millions of Americans listened to his voice, huddled around radios, many of them destined to be drafted into the US military or put to work producing arms.[26] Roosevelt was determined to tell them not just what they might be called to do, but why.

			Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
State of the Union Address

			January 6, 1941

			Washington, D.C.

			Mr. President, Mr. Speaker, Members of the Seventy-seventh Congress:

			I address you, the Members of this new Congress, at a moment unprecedented in the history of the Union. I use the word “unprecedented,” because at no previous time has American security been as seriously threatened from without as it is today.

			Since the permanent formation of our Government under the Constitution, in 1789, most of the periods of crisis in our history have related to our domestic affairs. And fortunately, only one of these—the four-year War Between the States—ever threatened our national unity. Today, thank God, one hundred and thirty million Americans, in forty-eight States, have forgotten points of the compass in our national unity.

			It is true that prior to 1914 the United States often had been disturbed by events in other Continents. We had even engaged in two wars with European nations and in a number of undeclared wars in the West Indies, in the Mediterranean and in the Pacific for the maintenance of American rights and for the principles of peaceful commerce. But in no case had a serious threat been raised against our national safety or our continued independence.

			What I seek to convey is the historic truth that the United States as a nation has at all times maintained opposition, clear, definite opposition, to any attempt to lock us in behind an ancient Chinese wall while the procession of civilization went past. Today, thinking of our children and of their children, we oppose enforced isolation for ourselves or for any other part of the Americas.

			That determination of ours, extending over all these years, was proved, for example, in the early days during the quarter century of wars following the French Revolution.

			While the Napoleonic struggles did threaten interests of the United States because of the French foothold in the West Indies and in Louisiana, and while we engaged in the War of 1812 to vindicate our right to peaceful trade, it is nevertheless clear that neither France nor Great Britain, nor any other nation, was aiming at domination of the whole world.

			And in like fashion from 1815 to 1914—ninety-nine years—no single war in Europe or in Asia constituted a real threat against our future or against the future of any other American nation.

			Except in the Maximilian interlude in Mexico, no foreign power sought to establish itself in this Hemisphere; and the strength of the British fleet in the Atlantic has been a friendly strength. It is still a friendly strength.

			Even when the World War broke out in 1914, it seemed to contain only small threat of danger to our own American future. But, as time went on, as we remember, the American people began to visualize what the downfall of democratic nations might mean to our own democracy.

			We need not overemphasize imperfections in the Peace of Versailles. We need not harp on failure of the democracies to deal with problems of world reconstruction. We should remember that the Peace of 1919 was far less unjust than the kind of “pacification” which began even before Munich, and which is being carried on under the new order of tyranny that seeks to spread over every continent today. The American people have unalterably set their faces against that tyranny.

			I suppose that every realist knows that the democratic way of life is at this moment being directly assailed in every part of the world—assailed either by arms, or by secret spreading of poisonous propaganda by those who seek to destroy unity and promote discord in nations that are still at peace.

			During sixteen long months this assault has blotted out the whole pattern of democratic life in an appalling number of independent nations, great and small. And the assailants are still on the march, threatening other nations, great and small.

			Therefore, as your President, performing my constitutional duty to “give to the Congress information of the state of the Union,” I find it, unhappily, necessary to report that the future and the safety of our country and of our democracy are overwhelmingly involved in events far beyond our borders.

			Armed defense of democratic existence is now being gallantly waged in four continents. If that defense fails, all the population and all the resources of Europe, and Asia, and Africa and Australasia will be dominated by conquerors. And let us remember that the total of those populations in those four continents, the total of those populations and their resources greatly exceeds the sum total of the population and the resources of the whole of the Western Hemisphere—yes, many times over.[27]

			

			—

			Franklin Roosevelt loved to pit himself against an adversary. In this case, his enemy was as much the isolationists at home as dictators abroad. To persuade Congress to write a blank check for his policy of ramping up defense production and support for allies, Roosevelt reprised the role he played during the Depression: the leader who explains what is happening and why it matters without shying away from hard truths.

			Roosevelt did not dwell on current events. Instead, he offered a history lesson to prove that the United States had always rejected efforts to “lock us in behind an ancient Chinese wall while the procession of civilization went past.” Yes, the nation had avoided foreign entanglements. But from the Napoleonic Wars to World War I, it rose to the occasion when compelled to do so. Of course, not every American would be familiar with all these events, but they heard a president who respected them enough to walk them through their own history.

			Roosevelt spoke to the audience at home more than the members of Congress in the room. His earnest and confident voice came over the airwaves like a friend sharing some tough news. “As your President,” he said, “performing my constitutional duty to ‘give to the Congress information of the state of the Union,’ I find it, unhappily, necessary to report that the future and the safety of our country and of our democracy are overwhelmingly involved in events far beyond our borders.” This built trust with that audience by levelling with them. I worked on eight State of the Union speeches, and we had to find eight different ways to declare the state of the union strong—even when it wasn’t. That may be what people expected to hear, but Roosevelt knew that Americans would trust him more if he told them what they needed to hear. His candor was rare, but it’s also what made him such an effective communicator.

			Roosevelt was blunt about the size of the mess America faced before offering a plan to fix it. Fascist powers were on the verge of dominating “all the resources of Europe, and Asia, and Africa and Australasia.” This was the reality that Roosevelt wanted Americans to absorb alongside their own history. Having established that context, he turned to the isolationists—the so-called “realists” who were unwilling to face reality.

			In times like these it is immature—and incidentally, untrue—for anybody to brag that an unprepared America, single-handed, and with one hand tied behind its back, can hold off the whole world.

			No realistic American can expect from a dictator’s peace international generosity, or return of true independence, or world disarmament, or freedom of expression, or freedom of religion—or even good business.

			Such a peace would bring no security for us or for our neighbors. “Those, who would give up essential liberty to purchase a little temporary safety, deserve neither liberty nor safety.”

			As a nation, we may take pride in the fact that we are softhearted; but we cannot afford to be soft-headed.

			We must always be wary of those who with sounding brass and a tinkling cymbal preach the “ism” of appeasement.

			We must especially beware of that small group of selfish men who would clip the wings of the American eagle in order to feather their own nests.

			I have recently pointed out how quickly the tempo of modern warfare could bring into our very midst the physical attack which we must eventually expect if the dictator nations win this war.

			There is much loose talk of our immunity from immediate and direct invasion from across the seas. Obviously, as long as the British Navy retains its power, no such danger exists. Even if there were no British Navy, it is not probable that any enemy would be stupid enough to attack us by landing troops in the United States from across thousands of miles of ocean, until it had acquired strategic bases from which to operate.

			But we learn much from the lessons of the past years in Europe—particularly the lesson of Norway, whose essential seaports were captured by treachery and surprise built up over a series of years.

			The first phase of the invasion of this Hemisphere would not be the landing of regular troops. The necessary strategic points would be occupied by secret agents and by their dupes—and great numbers of them are already here, and in Latin America.

			As long as the aggressor nations maintain the offensive, they—not we—will choose the time and the place and the method of their attack.

			And that is why the future of all the American Republics is today in serious danger.

			That is why this Annual Message to the Congress is unique in our history.

			That is why every member of the Executive Branch of the Government and every member of the Congress face great responsibility and great accountability.[28]

			

			—

			A plan is best sold in comparison to alternatives, so before getting to his own policy, Roosevelt dismantled his opponents. Some argued that America was protected by oceans; Roosevelt noted that the Americas would be defenseless if the rest of the world fell to fascism. Some argued that America should wait until directly threatened; Roosevelt called it “immature” and “untrue” to believe that the United States could do so since it was already endangered. To those, like Lindbergh, who favored a separate peace with Hitler, Roosevelt reserved the greatest scorn, enlisting the words of Benjamin Franklin: “Those who would give up essential liberty to purchase a little temporary safety deserve neither liberty nor safety.”[29] He minced no words, accusing his political opponents of unwittingly serving foreign powers, warning of subversion by “secret agents and their dupes.”

			By the mid-point of this speech, Roosevelt had led his audience to the core conclusion that his political opponents refused to see. “As long as the aggressor nations maintain the offensive,” he said, “they—not we—will choose the time and the place and the method of their attack.” Before detailing his policy, he had built its rationale while discrediting its critics. He then recast his entire presidency, and the nation’s very purpose, as one of defending democracy from this peril.

			The need of the moment is that our actions and our policy should be devoted primarily—almost exclusively—to meeting this foreign peril. For all our domestic problems are now a part of the great emergency.

			Just as our national policy in internal affairs has been based upon a decent respect for the rights and the dignity of all of our fellow men within our gates, so our national policy in foreign affairs has been based on a decent respect for the rights and the dignity of all nations, large and small. And the justice of morality must and will win in the end.

			Our national policy is this:

			First, by an impressive expression of the public will and without regard to partisanship, we are committed to all-inclusive national defense.

			Second, by an impressive expression of the public will and without regard to partisanship, we are committed to full support of all those resolute people everywhere who are resisting aggression and are thereby keeping war away from our Hemisphere. By this support, we express our determination that the democratic cause shall prevail; and we strengthen the defense and the security of our own nation.

			Third, by an impressive expression of the public will and without regard to partisanship, we are committed to the proposition that principles of morality and considerations for our own security will never permit us to acquiesce in a peace dictated by aggressors and sponsored by appeasers. We know that enduring peace cannot be bought at the cost of other people’s freedom.

			In the recent national election there was no substantial difference between the two great parties in respect to that national policy. No issue was fought out on this line before the American electorate. And today it is abundantly evident that American citizens everywhere are demanding and supporting speedy and complete action in recognition of obvious danger.

			Therefore, the immediate need is a swift and driving increase in our armament production.

			Leaders of industry and labor have responded to our summons. Goals of speed have been set. In some cases these goals are being reached ahead of time; in some cases we are on schedule; in other cases there are slight but not serious delays; and in some cases—and I am sorry to say very important cases—we are all concerned by the slowness of the accomplishment of our plans.

			The Army and Navy, however, have made substantial progress during the past year. Actual experience is improving and speeding up our methods of production with every passing day. And today’s best is not good enough for tomorrow.

			I am not satisfied with the progress thus far made. The men in charge of the program represent the best in training, in ability, and in patriotism. They are not satisfied with the progress thus far made. None of us will be satisfied until the job is done.

			No matter whether the original goal was set too high or too low, our objective is quicker and better results.

			We are behind schedule in turning out finished airplanes; we are working day and night to solve the innumerable problems and to catch up.

			We are ahead of schedule in building warships but we are working to get even further ahead of that schedule.

			To change a whole nation from a basis of peacetime production of implements of peace to a basis of wartime production of implements of war is no small task. And the greatest difficulty comes at the beginning of the program, when new tools, new plant facilities, new assembly lines, and new ship ways must first be constructed before the actual materiel begins to flow steadily and speedily from them.

			The Congress, of course, must rightly keep itself informed at all times of the progress of the program. However, there is certain information, as the Congress itself will readily recognize, which, in the interests of our own security and those of the nations that we are supporting, must of needs be kept in confidence.

			New circumstances are constantly begetting new needs for our safety. I shall ask this Congress for greatly increased new appropriations and authorizations to carry on what we have begun.

			I also ask this Congress for authority and for funds sufficient to manufacture additional munitions and war supplies of many kinds, to be turned over to those nations which are now in actual war with aggressor nations.

			Our most useful and immediate role is to act as an arsenal for them as well as for ourselves. They do not need man power, but they do need billions of dollars’ worth of the weapons of defense.

			The time is near when they will not be able to pay for them all in ready cash. We cannot, and we will not, tell them that they must surrender, merely because of present inability to pay for the weapons which we know they must have.

			I do not recommend that we make them a loan of dollars with which to pay for these weapons—a loan to be repaid in dollars.

			I recommend that we make it possible for those nations to continue to obtain war materials in the United States, fitting their orders into our own program. And nearly all of their materiel would, if the time ever came, be useful in our own defense.

			Taking counsel of expert military and naval authorities, considering what is best for our own security, we are free to decide how much should be kept here and how much should be sent abroad to our friends who by their determined and heroic resistance are giving us time in which to make ready our own defense.

			For what we send abroad, we shall be repaid, repaid within a reasonable time following the close of hostilities, repaid in similar materials, or, at our option, in other goods of many kinds, which they can produce and which we need.

			Let us say to the democracies: “We Americans are vitally concerned in your defense of freedom. We are putting forth our energies, our resources and our organizing powers to give you the strength to regain and maintain a free world. We shall send you, in ever-increasing numbers, ships, planes, tanks, guns. This is our purpose and our pledge.”

			In fulfillment of this purpose we will not be intimidated by the threats of dictators that they will regard as a breach of international law or as an act of war our aid to the democracies which dare to resist their aggression. Such aid…such aid is not an act of war, even if a dictator should unilaterally proclaim it so to be.

			And when the dictators, if the dictators, are ready to make war upon us, they will not wait for an act of war on our part. They did not wait for Norway or Belgium or the Netherlands to commit an act of war.

			Their only interest is in a new one-way international law, which lacks mutuality in its observance, and, therefore, becomes an instrument of oppression.

			The happiness of future generations of Americans may well depend upon how effective and how immediate we can make our aid felt. No one can tell the exact character of the emergency situations that we may be called upon to meet. The Nation’s hands must not be tied when the Nation’s life is in danger.

			Yes, and we must all prepare—all of us prepare—to make the sacrifices that the emergency—almost as serious as war itself—demands. Whatever stands in the way of speed and efficiency in defense—in defense preparations of any kind—must give way to the national need.

			A free nation has the right to expect full cooperation from all groups. A free nation has the right to look to the leaders of business, of labor, and of agriculture to take the lead in stimulating effort, not among other groups but within their own groups.

			The best way of dealing with the few slackers or trouble makers in our midst is, first, to shame them by patriotic example, and, if that fails, to use the sovereignty of government to save government.

			As men do not live by bread alone, they do not fight by armaments alone. Those who man our defenses, and those behind them who build our defenses, must have the stamina and the courage which come from unshakable belief in the manner of life which they are defending. The mighty action that we are calling for cannot be based on a disregard of all things the worth fighting for.

			The Nation takes great satisfaction and much strength from the things which have been done to make its people conscious of their individual stake in the preservation of democratic life in America. Those things have toughened the fiber of our people, have renewed their faith and strengthened their devotion to the institutions we make ready to protect.[30]

			

			—

			Roosevelt’s language is direct, uncompromising, and rooted in a moral view that linked his domestic and foreign policies. “Just as our national policy in internal affairs has been based upon a decent respect for the rights and the dignity of all of our fellow men within our gates,” he said, “so our national policy in foreign affairs has been based on a decent respect for the rights and the dignity of all nations, large and small.” This was not entirely true, as the US government administered colonies from Puerto Rico to the Philippines. But as a statement of principle, Roosevelt’s commitment differentiated America from the fascists, the Soviet Union, and the British Empire. It buttressed a legitimacy for future American leadership abroad tied to democracy at home, foreshadowing a liberal international order in which diverse nations respected one another’s sovereignty just as America’s diverse citizenry did.

			To defend that order, Roosevelt enumerated the key aspects of “our national policy”—framing it not as his political agenda, but as America’s. The simplicity of his language reinforced the gravity of what he was proposing. This speech represented a hinge point in American history. The nation which had looked inward was now committed to an “all-inclusive” national defense; to defending not just the Western Hemisphere but “people everywhere who are resisting aggression”; and to rejecting any negotiated peace with dictators. These principles would shape not just America’s approach to World War II, but its policies for eighty years.

			The immediate task was ramping up the nation’s arsenal and assistance to allies. Returning to his role as truth-teller, Roosevelt noted, “I am not satisfied with the progress thus far made.” As in his fireside chats, he cited examples. The United States was behind on manufacturing planes even as it was ahead in producing ships. Switching from peace to wartime production was no easy task: “new tools, new plant facilities, new assembly lines, and new ship ways must first be constructed.” This was going to cost money. But by the time Roosevelt asked Congress for new funds—and the American people for new sacrifices—the logic behind those requests was unmistakable. So, too, the idea of Lend-Lease, given that the British were out of cash.

			In terms of its impact on the world, this was already one of the most consequential presidential addresses in history. But for Roosevelt, this was not just a matter of national policy—it was a matter of national identity. What he was asking Americans to do was hard. Logic alone would not motivate them. “Those who man our defenses,” he said, speaking of a military that must be prepared for war, “and those behind them who build our defenses, must have the stamina and the courage which come from unshakable belief in the manner of life which they are defending.” He then redefined the purpose of the United States as a country, linking the recovery from Depression to the fight ahead not with strategy, but with a vision.

			Certainly this is no time for any of us to stop thinking about the social and economic problems which are the root cause of the social revolution which is today a supreme factor in the world.

			For there is nothing mysterious about the foundations of a healthy and strong democracy. The basic things expected by our people of their political and economic systems are simple. They are:

			Equality of opportunity for youth and for others.

			Jobs for those who can work.

			Security for those who need it.

			The ending of special privilege for the few.

			The preservation of civil liberties for all.

			The enjoyment…the enjoyment of the fruits of scientific progress in a wider and constantly rising standard of living.

			These are the simple, the basic things that must never be lost sight of in the turmoil and unbelievable complexity of our modern world. The inner and abiding strength of our economic and political systems is dependent upon the degree to which they fulfill these expectations.

			Many subjects connected with our social economy call for immediate improvement.

			As examples:

			We should bring more citizens under the coverage of old-age pensions and unemployment insurance.

			We should widen the opportunities for adequate medical care.

			We should plan a better system by which persons deserving or needing gainful employment may obtain it.

			I have called for personal sacrifice. And I am assured of the willingness of almost all Americans to respond to that call.

			A part of the sacrifice means the payment of more money in taxes. In my Budget Message I will recommend that a greater portion of this great defense program be paid for from taxation than we are paying for today. No person should try, or be allowed, to get rich out of the program; and the principle of tax payments in accordance with ability to pay should be constantly before our eyes to guide our legislation.

			If the Congress maintains these principles, the voters, putting patriotism ahead of pocketbooks, will give you their applause.

			In the future days, which we seek to make secure, we look forward to a world founded upon four essential human freedoms.

			The first is freedom of speech and expression—everywhere in the world.

			The second is freedom of every person to worship God in his own way—everywhere in the world.

			The third is freedom from want—which, translated into world terms, means economic understandings which will secure to every nation a healthy peacetime life for its inhabitants—everywhere in the world.

			The fourth is freedom from fear—which, translated into world terms, means a world-wide reduction of armaments to such a point and in such a thorough fashion that no nation will be in a position to commit an act of physical aggression against any neighbor—anywhere in the world.

			That is no vision of a distant millennium. It is a definite basis for a kind of world attainable in our own time and generation. That kind of world is the very antithesis of the so-called new order of tyranny which the dictators seek to create with the crash of a bomb.

			To that new order we oppose the greater conception—the moral order. A good society is able to face schemes of world domination and foreign revolutions alike without fear.

			Since the beginning of our American history, we have been engaged in change—in a perpetual peaceful revolution—a revolution which goes on steadily, quietly adjusting itself to changing conditions—without the concentration camp or the quick-lime in the ditch. The world order which we seek is the cooperation of free countries, working together in a friendly, civilized society.

			This nation has placed its destiny in the hands and heads and hearts of its millions of free men and women; and its faith in freedom under the guidance of God. Freedom means the supremacy of human rights everywhere. Our support goes to those who struggle to gain those rights and keep them. Our strength is our unity of purpose. To that high concept there can be no end save victory.[31]

			

			—

			Every presidency is a story, and an effective president narrates the story of the nation. Because America has never been a fixed identity or settled geography, a president—particularly in crisis—is uniquely suited to literally change the nature and purpose of the nation. If the storytelling works in concert with the other functions of the presidency it can prove transformative.

			Roosevelt, as much as any person who has occupied the office, understood this. He grasped the bigness of the presidency. The New Deal remade the American government and its relationship to the people, and he chose to revisit his domestic agenda so that his presidency would remain one story. “Jobs for those who can work. Security for those who need it. The ending of special privilege for the few. The preservation of civil liberties for all.” Scientific progress and rising standards of living. It was a familiar list to his audience, a foundation for what he wanted to do around the world.

			Then, he went bigger. “In the future days, which we seek to make secure,” he said, “we look forward to a world founded upon four essential human freedoms.” In speechwriting, this is about as big of a wind-up as you can take—preparing your audience to hear about the founding of a new world. Then, Roosevelt revealed what his mind had done to that list of four freedoms that he spoke about at Hyde Park six months earlier. “The first is freedom of speech and expression—everywhere in the world. The second is freedom of every person to worship God in his own way—everywhere in the world.” These first two freedoms are powerful in their simplicity and centrality to America’s self-conception. The repetition of “everywhere in the world” is breathtaking in its ambition: America’s most aspirational ideals were going to be globalized, and the world would never be the same.

			The next two freedoms were more eccentric and distinct to Roosevelt. “The third,” he said, “is freedom from want.” On the one hand, this assertion—with its origin in that reporter’s question—was radical, as the US president is essentially the elected leader of global capitalism. But it reflected a New Deal commitment to take a stronger governmental hand in the economy. “Freedom from want” is impossible without the kind of big-government liberalism that could redress capitalism’s inequities. On the other hand, Roosevelt stopped short of socialism in referring to “economic understandings which will secure to every nation a healthy peacetime life for its inhabitants.” He was hinting at a global trade and monetary system with America at its center, which would follow success on the battlefield.

			Roosevelt concluded where he started his presidency. “The fourth,” he said, “is freedom from fear.” Presidents fall in love with their favorite phrases, and Roosevelt clearly took pride in how he summoned the nation’s courage amidst the Great Depression. However, he was no longer talking about freedom from a “nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror.” Instead, he was now specific and extraordinary in his ambition, calling for “a world-wide reduction of armaments to such a point and in such a thorough fashion that no nation will be in a position to commit an act of physical aggression against any neighbor—anywhere in the world.” The enemy was not just those making war, but war itself—an ambition that anticipated the postwar prosecution of war crimes and the construction of new regimes of international law and arms control.

			Those four freedoms, articulated at the end of this speech, give a sense of how expert and ambitious Franklin Roosevelt was as a communicator. Roosevelt the politician was committed to vanquishing his isolationist opponents. Roosevelt the Commander-in-Chief was committed to ramping up weapons production and immersing the United States more deeply in World War II. Roosevelt the world leader was already thinking beyond war itself to a future of near-total disarmament, global cooperation, and human rights. As if issuing a prebuttal to anyone who doubted the sincerity of this goal, he declared “that is no vision of a distant millennium. It is a definite basis for a kind of world attainable in our own time and generation.”

			This speech would have been ambitious in any context, let alone one in which Germany occupied most of Europe, Japan occupied large parts of China, and the United States was still not at war. “The world order which we seek,” he summarized, “is the cooperation of free countries, working together in a friendly, civilized society.” Within just a few years, the United States would take the lead in building a new world order aspiring to Roosevelt’s vision, and become the leader of the so-called free world.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			No presidential speech since Lincoln was as consequential as Franklin Roosevelt’s 1941 address to Congress. It achieved the objective of ramping up America’s arsenal of democracy. It pivoted American policy to defeating fascism and pursuing a new world order. And it went beyond these goals in offering a renewed identity for the United States, an aspirational vision that the country would promote around the world. Roosevelt didn’t just meet the moment—he transcended it.

			A few days after the speech, a bill creating the Lend-Lease program to extend support for allies was introduced in Congress; within a few weeks, it passed, along with the largest defense appropriation in American history. This support fortified Britain through their resistance to the German blitzkrieg.[32] It was extended to the Soviet Union after Hitler invaded that spring. Joseph Stalin himself credited “Lend-Lease” for saving the Soviet Union and seeding the defeat of Germany. “The United States is a country of machines,” Stalin said years later. “Without the use of those machines, through Lend-Lease, we would lose this war.”[33]

			Before 1941 was over, Pearl Harbor was attacked, and the United States was at war. In response, Roosevelt pursued his most shameful overreach. In his speech, he had condemned enemies within—“secret agents” and their “dupes.” Nazi Germany did indeed finance propaganda and parts of the isolationist movement, while seeking to coopt prominent Americans. Yet when war came, it was Japanese Americans who were put in internment camps.[34] Roosevelt, like many Americans before and since, could summon a global vision of human freedom while failing to extend that vision to all people at home.

			Similar limitations on the scale of Roosevelt’s vision infused other aspects of the war effort. On the one hand, as he ramped up the production of an arsenal of democracy, he signed an executive order banning discrimination in the defense industry based on “race, creed, color, or national origin.”[35] On the other hand, the US military remained segregated, with Blacks conscripted into often-subordinate positions. It would take another decade to see the military desegregated.

			Yet Roosevelt’s pursuit of a world order founded upon “four freedoms” did reorder the world. In August of 1941, Roosevelt met with Winston Churchill in Newfoundland. The resulting Atlantic Charter embraced a set of common war aims, which included renouncing territorial expansion, restoring self-government, liberalizing international trade, and increasing global cooperation.[36] In 1942, more than two dozen allies joined the United States and Britain in endorsing that vision through the Declaration of the United Nations.[37] In 1944, a conference of more than forty nations met at Bretton Woods to negotiate the creation of a new monetary and financial system, which led to institutions like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.[38] Two months after a weary Roosevelt died, the United Nations Charter was signed in San Francisco. Eleanor Roosevelt ensured that the Four Freedoms lived on, embedding them in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights as global standards for the postwar world.

			It is hard to calculate just how far Roosevelt’s transformative vision reached. He, perhaps as much as any other person, defeated fascism. He completed America’s transition to the role of global superpower, committed to shaping a world order. The end of World War II, and the creation of a system with the U.N. at its center, did create a system of international law that outlawed aggression, respected the sovereignty of all nations, and helped facilitate the liberation of scores of nations from colonialism. Freedom of speech and religion did evolve into global norms. Despite their absence from large parts of America and the world, Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms endured as aspirations: ideals to which nations could be held accountable, just as the words of the Declaration of Independence have been a source of accountability at home.

			Yet one wonders what Roosevelt would have thought about the ways in which his vision has also been undermined. Instead of pursuing disarmament, the postwar United States transitioned the “arsenal of democracy” into a permanent military-industrial complex, tilting the balance of American foreign policy from isolationism to adventurism. Meanwhile, the isolationists never went away. Some used the Cold War with the Soviet Union to link Roosevelt’s view of an activist government to Communism, delegitimizing federal efforts to pursue freedom from want, and reinforcing a prewar belief that the true enemy was the Soviet Union—not Nazi Germany. Others poured vitriol on the U.N., international law, and global cooperation, railing against any initiative that bound America to rules and norms, and expressing a preference for right-wing autocrats abroad. With the passage of time, we have seen the return of the isolationism that Roosevelt was most hostile to—a right-wing, self-obsessed, racialized belief in “America First” that has supplanted Roosevelt’s values-based internationalism.

			Roosevelt’s words were persuasive enough to prepare the nation to win a war, expansive enough to envision the world that would follow, and idealistic enough to offer people a sense of belonging to a cause bigger than themselves. The Four Freedoms became embedded not just in American policy but in American identity—inscribed on postage stamps, commemorated in monuments, and visualized in popular posters created by Normal Rockwell. The four Rockwell illustrations recall a time of national unity and purpose, showing Americans living out Franklin Roosevelt’s vision of freedom just as they fought for it around the globe. Yet they also portray a limited national identity—the religion is Christian, the faces white.[39] It would take the mass movements of the postwar era to expand that picture and remind us—as with Lincoln’s yearning for a just and lasting peace—that Roosevelt’s vision remains unfinished.
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				Martin Luther King and John F. Kennedy: 
An American Dream
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				“We cannot be satisfied as long as a Negro in Mississippi cannot vote and a Negro in New York believes he has nothing for which to vote. No, no, we are not satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until ‘justice rolls down like waters, and righteousness like a mighty stream.’ ”

			

			1963

			On a warm Washington afternoon, A. Philip Randolph walked up to a bank of microphones and looked out at the largest crowd ever gathered for a mass demonstration in American history. He was the leader of the March on Washington for Jobs and Justice, and his task was to introduce Martin Luther King, Jr. Randolph was forty years older than King, and the moment represented both generational change and the fulfillment of a decades-old dream.

			In the fall of 1940, Randolph had met with President Franklin Delano Roosevelt. As president of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, Randolph led the nation’s most successful Black labor union. In a scene that Barack Obama recounted to me many times as a model for the relationship between activist and politician, Randolph had a list of demands to advance equality and opportunity. Roosevelt expressed interest, then added: “Now go out and make me do it.”

			Make me do it. Randolph did. Together with a group that included the young organizer Bayard Rustin, Randolph prepared a march on Washington to pressure Roosevelt to implement his list, including access for Blacks to jobs in the fast-growing defense sector. At a time when Roosevelt was trying to unite the country, he did not want the division that could come with tens of thousands of Black Americans protesting in the capital. He issued Executive Order 8802, which prohibited discrimination in the defense industry. The march was called off.[1]

			While Roosevelt’s order was the most significant federal action on behalf of civil rights in generations, it was only an incremental step. By the 1950s, frustration with the pace of change fueled the spread of nonviolent protest across the segregated South. Particularly after the Montgomery bus boycott of 1956, King emerged as the most powerful leader among a constellation of activists and organizations.

			King and his younger cohort understood how to take advantage of the new realities of the mid-twentieth century. Technological advancements in communications and broadcast television enabled them to show the world the brutality of segregation in near to real time. Shifting coalitions within the two major political parties offered an opening to leverage the power of Black voters and white liberals. Meanwhile, the Cold War made it increasingly untenable for America to cast itself as the leader of the free world while denying freedom to millions of its own people.

			This tension became more acute when John F. Kennedy assumed the presidency in 1961. While Kennedy deployed soaring rhetoric to battle the Soviet Union for the hearts and minds of people around the world, his party included politicians who blocked schoolhouse doors from Black children and attacked them with dogs and firehoses in the streets. The civil-rights movement thrived on that tension between American rhetoric and reality. It held Kennedy accountable to his own words about freedom, captured the attention of the world, and forced Americans to confront the violent inequities which had long been tolerated as part of American life.

			The movement reached an apex in 1963 with the march on Washington. Fresh off a dramatic defeat of segregationists in Birmingham, Alabama, King was the spiritual leader of this mass meeting and would be the final speaker of the day. In his remarks introducing King, Randolph harkened back to the make me do it dynamic between himself and Roosevelt, now manifest in the interplay between King and Kennedy: “Until we went into the streets, the federal government was indifferent to our demands, it was not until the streets and jails of Birmingham were filled that Congress began to think about civil-rights legislation.” Then, the old civil-rights warrior took implicit aim at President Kennedy, introducing the young King as “the moral leader of our nation.”[2]

			King walked to the microphones. He had been working almost nonstop for many months—travelling, giving roughly a speech a day, enduring solitary confinement and death threats and government surveillance. In his seat, he had continued to fiddle with his prepared text, recognizing that he would not get another opportunity quite like this one. Behind King, enthroned in his memorial, was Abraham Lincoln. Before him, in the heavy heat of an August afternoon, was the largest audience King would ever address. The timeless success of the speech that he was about to give drew upon many sources: all the things he’d learned, all the words he’d spoken, all the images he’d summoned, all the faces in the peaceful crowd, all the drama of recent standoffs between nuclear-armed empires, all the unrealized promise in the young president down the street, all the sacrifices of freedom riders who were beaten and schoolchildren who filled Southern jails, all the betrayals of the hundred years since the Emancipation Proclamation, all the technological change that allowed his performance to live not just on the page but in the indelible audio and imagery of the day broadcast to a national audience watching at home, and also to posterity.
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			Martin Luther King, Jr., grew up in an Atlanta weighed down by the Depression, with bread lines and mass Black unemployment. His father rose to become a prominent pastor of Ebeneezer Baptist Church, changing his and his son’s name from Michael to Martin after a transformative trip to the Holy Land in 1934. The name suggested a certain audacity, aligning the Kings with a prophet who helped remake the history of the world.[3]

			As King came of age after World War II, the moribund state of civil rights in the country began to improve by increments. President Harry S. Truman addressed the NAACP and desegregated the military and the federal workforce. Alarmed at the prospect of further desegregation, Southern Democrats ran arch-segregationist Strom Thurmond for the presidency in 1948 as the nominee of the States’ Rights Party. Despite renewed federal attention, Jim Crow laws remained entrenched in Southern society; redlining, unequal justice, exclusion from opportunity, and grinding economic disparities were the norm across America.

			King attended Morehouse College, founded at the height of Reconstruction and emblematic of Atlanta’s status as a hub for Black empowerment. There, he cultivated an interest in the English language, including the polysyllabic words that would infuse his oratory. He also articulated a commitment to moral clarity, which served as a compass guiding his public life. “There are moral laws of the universe,” he declared in a speech that he was chosen to give at the end of the school year, “that man can no more violate with impunity than he can violate physical laws.”[4]

			King then attended Crozer Theological Seminary in Pennsylvania. While majority-white, the school embraced a multiracial mix that was unique for the times. There, he immersed himself in Reinhold Niebuhr’s theological study of the inherent tension between good and evil within human beings, and Mahatma Gandhi’s methodology of nonviolence as a strategy of political and personal empowerment. He delivered student sermons to rapt audiences, was valedictorian of his class, and went on to a doctorate at Boston University.[5]

			While he could have thrived as a philosopher or professor, King was called to the ministry—specifically, the communal, activist, and prophetic tradition of the Black church. He became pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama. It was 1954, the year that the NAACP won the case of Brown v. Board of Education mandating the desegregation of schools. Montgomery was in the heart of the South: just a few blocks from Dexter, a towering monument to Confederate soldiers stood in front of the Alabama state capitol, where segregationist politicians had no interest in following the dictates of Washington.

			King teased out intellectual themes in his sermons and elevated the church as a fulcrum of the Black community. But racial tensions were building, as seething frustration with oppression butted up against a white supremacy that feared losing its grip. When Rosa Parks was arrested for refusing to give up her seat on a Montgomery bus, the Black community organized a boycott of the bus companies. King emerged as the leader, organizing alternative transportation, inspiring mass meetings, and maintaining nonviolent discipline over a campaign that stretched across an entire year.[6]

			This carried existential risks. King’s house was firebombed while his wife Coretta and their baby daughter were at home. That night, a large Black crowd gathered outside the damaged house. A group of women sang “My Country ’Tis of Thee,” which King would use extemporaneously in his speech to the march on Washington. When the scene threatened to turn violent, King quieted the crowd with a message that was Gandhian, Christian, and personal: “We are not advocating violence,” he reminded them. “We want to love our enemies. I want you to love our enemies. Be good to them. This is what we must live by. We must meet hate with love.”[7]

			The boycott prevailed, as the Supreme Court ruled that segregation on public buses was unconstitutional. The experience carried many lessons that would define King’s activism and the broader civil-rights movement. Leveraging Black economic power could get the attention of white business owners, who had different interests from segregationist politicians. Protest could hold media attention and supplement the legal and political strategies of the NAACP. Nonviolence in the face of white terror could increase national and international sympathy. Inspiring oratory—which King deployed again and again from the pulpit of Montgomery churches—could fortify the community and make them feel part of something bigger than themselves.

			King shared these lessons in speeches across the country. He founded the Southern Christian Leadership Council (SCLC) to help organize the movement. He attracted a group of devoted colleagues and supporters who would remain by his side. He joined a group of civil-rights leaders who met with President Dwight Eisenhower at the White House, as the Republican Party sought to maintain its support among Black voters.[8] Still in his twenties, Martin Luther King was already one of the most prominent Black leaders in America.
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			Near the end of the 1960 presidential campaign, King was arrested in Georgia, shackled, and sent to a maximum-security prison where he could have been exposed to violence out of sight. Most of John F. Kennedy’s inner circle didn’t want him to do anything that would risk losing white Southern Democrats. But the candidate’s brother-in-law, Sargent Shriver, approached him during a short break from his grueling schedule and suggested he call King’s wife, Coretta. “What the hell,” said a fatigued Kennedy. “That’s a decent thing to do. Why not?”[9] It was characteristic of Kennedy on civil rights. Torn between expediency and morality, caution and boldness, alternative priorities and evolving circumstances, Kennedy was rarely in a hurry to do the right thing—but he got there. After news of the call broke, Kennedy and his brother (and campaign manager) Bobby secured King’s release through private calls to Georgia’s governor.

			In the final weekend of the campaign, Shriver and campaign civil-rights aide Harris Wofford targeted Black voters through wide distribution of a pamphlet that touted the Kennedy brothers’ support for King. In the 1956 election, Republicans had won the Black vote 60 to 40 percent; in 1960, the result flipped to 70–30 in favor of Kennedy. Post-mortems, including the popular book The Making of the President by Theodore White, credited the interventions to help King for Kennedy’s narrow win.[10] While it’s impossible to pinpoint one factor as determining a close election, the cause of civil rights generally, and Martin Luther King specifically, was now seen as a decisive factor in the rise of John F. Kennedy, the youngest president in history.

			Still, the Democratic Party was straddling a cavernous contradiction that foreshadowed a profound realignment within the party: Northern politicians like Kennedy were quietly appealing to Blacks and pro-civil-rights liberals, while Southern Democrats were the brutal face of segregation. Meanwhile, something of a mirror image was evident among Republicans. The party of Emancipation had long-standing Black support, a Northern base, an ex-president in Eisenhower who had desegregated Arkansas schools with the 101st Airborne, and leaders like Nelson Rockefeller who championed civil rights and financially supported King. But small government, anti–New Deal conservatives like Barry Goldwater also made the Republican Party increasingly supportive of states’ rights and the so-called traditional values that appealed to Southern whites.[11]

			Both parties encompassed factions pulling at opposite ends of a tug-of-war on civil rights. With the Kennedy election, liberalism was connected to a values-based Cold War anti-Communism and boundless aspirations for national renewal—a new frontier. But the civil-rights movement forced racism into the conversation. With pictures of grandstanding governors blocking Black kids from schools and peaceful demonstrators being beaten, it was harder to maintain the dance of trumpeting the cause of human freedom globally while sweeping American racism under the rug at home. “Race relations deeply affects the conduct of our foreign policy relations,” said Dean Rusk, Kennedy’s secretary of state. “Our voice is muted, our friends are embarrassed, our enemies are gleeful.”[12]

			Like Kennedy, King must be viewed through a global prism, not just an American one. The civil-rights movement operated in parallel to global liberation movements led by non-white peoples against Western colonialism. Between the Montgomery boycott and the march on Washington, more than thirty African countries won their independence. King understood those struggles to be interconnected with his own—morally, tactically, and rhetorically. In 1957, when Ghana was at the vanguard of this independence movement, King attended Kwame Nkrumah’s inauguration as the country’s first president in Accra. Upon his return, King preached that he was most impressed by the fact that Nkrumah and his cohort walked into the ceremony wearing their old prison coats and hats. The sight of Africans in prisoners’ clothing throwing off the rule of England moved him to the language of the jeremiad. “Then I hear Isaiah again,” King testified, recounting the scene. “That somehow ‘every valley shall be exalted, every hill shall be made low, the crooked places shall be made straight, and the rough places plain.’ ”[13]

			Gandhi’s example was also a connective force between domestic and international struggles. In 1959, King visited India and spent time with its independence leader, Jawaharlal Nehru. The two men talked for hours about Gandhian protest, decolonization, and politics. As in Africa, King was welcomed as an ally of the world’s liberation movements. American civil rights and decolonization were two sides of the same coin, and King could make use of that just as Nehru made use of India’s non-aligned status in the Cold War.[14] During Kennedy’s presidency, King observed that the president was “battling for the minds of men in Asia and Africa—some one billion in the neutralist sector of the world—and they aren’t gonna respect the United States of America if she deprives men and women of the basic rights of life because of the color of their skin. Mr. Kennedy knows that.”[15]

			Indeed, Kennedy took office with an inaugural address that struck the status quo like lightning. The entire speech was a mission statement for American leadership of a free world, anticipating the presidency as a heroic quest; ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country![16] Kennedy practically demanded that a new generation remake the world for the better, even if the speech focused almost entirely on the rest of the world, making no mention of civil rights. A few weeks later, he announced a “freedom doctrine” to Congress: “The great battleground of freedom today,” he declared, “is the whole southern half of the globe—Asia, Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East, the lands of rising peoples. Their revolution is the greatest in human history. They seek an end to injustice, tyranny, and exploitation.”[17]

			Many Black Americans saw themselves as part of that revolution, but their movement was excluded from Kennedy’s freedom doctrine beyond its potential to inconvenience it. In his first speech on civil rights as attorney general, Bobby Kennedy challenged a Southern audience but did so principally through the prism of Cold War politics. “We, the American people, must avoid another Little Rock or another New Orleans,” he told a Georgia audience. “Such incidents hurt our country in the eyes of the world.” On the other hand, the graduation of two Black students from desegregated schools, Bobby said, “will without question aid and assist the fight against Communist political infiltration and guerrilla warfare.”[18]

			The early Kennedy administration was often frustrating for King. In the South, savvier local governments shifted from violence to the weaponization of the levers of power to keep protesters out of sight and strangle change. When King negotiated the desegregation of certain public facilities in Albany, Georgia, the authorities simply closed them. In early meetings, the Kennedy Administration urged King to focus on voter registration—a worthy goal, to be sure, but one that represented an incremental dent in segregation (and aligned with Kennedy’s political interests).[19]

			While anti-Communism nudged the Kennedys toward civil rights, it also justified surveillance of the very movement they were being pressured to support. J. Edgar Hoover, director of the FBI, initiated surveillance of King’s circle by focusing on his lawyer and close associate, Stanley Levison—a Jewish former member of the Communist Party who, Hoover wildly theorized, was running King on behalf of international Communism. A widening dragnet of wiretapping commenced, along with ominous yet unsubstantiated warnings from Hoover to the Kennedy White House about King’s associations. In a White House meeting, Harris Wofford warned King that he needed to cut ties with Levison because he posed a threat of Soviet infiltration.

			After he received that bracing (and, to King, unbelievable) warning, he was hosted by President Kennedy and First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy in their private dining room. Then, King was treated to a tour of the newly renovated White House, the Camelot vision of Mrs. Kennedy. When the party walked by a framed copy of the Emancipation Proclamation, King pitched a bold idea. Given the upcoming 100th anniversary of Lincoln’s act, Kennedy should put himself in the history books through a new Emancipation Proclamation—an executive order banning segregation, drawing upon the 14th Amendment.[20]

			Kennedy demurred, though he did ask King to draft something for consideration. This was characteristic of the administration’s ambivalence on civil rights. Bobby Kennedy’s Justice Department had provided support for freedom riders brutally beaten in the South, but he also counseled against protests that could weaken his brother at a moment of geopolitical tension. When the governor of Mississippi obstructed James Meredith’s admission to the state university, Bobby’s initial instinct was to minimize confrontation to avoid militarized desegregation—ironically, Meredith had been inspired into action by Kennedy’s inaugural address, a signal of how speeches can spur people to world-changing action, even if unintended. The Kennedys were still trying to thread the needle between supporting civil rights and avoiding clashes that alienated Southern Democrats and created embarrassing global headlines.

			It was a moment of drift. The president was supportive of civil rights, but cautious. Nelson Rockefeller was donating money to rebuild burned-down Black churches, but other Republicans were courting segregationists. Hoover was spying on King’s circle, in part to intimidate the Kennedys into keeping him at arm’s length. White-supremacist governors were gaining in popularity through grandstanding, while Black nationalists like Malcolm X were growing impatient with nonviolence. King was now playing for higher stakes than a bus boycott. Like Frederick Douglass, as he ascended to bigger stages, King’s activism was encroached upon by the vagaries of politics. Meanwhile, Kennedy was realizing that civil rights was not an issue that he could deprioritize for much longer.

			By the end of 1962, King and Kennedy had each demonstrated extraordinary promise as an activist and as a politician, facilitated by their intuitive grasp for mass media, their sense of a global stage, and their capacity for oratory that could shake the world. In 1963, they would.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			In the spring of 1963, a campaign of civil disobedience began in Birmingham protesting segregation in a city dominated by the lawman Bull Connor. Many demonstrators were imprisoned, including King. During a stretch in solitary confinement, he answered a letter from the city’s white clergy, who had challenged his timing and tactics. Written in part on scraps of toilet paper, “Letter from Birmingham Jail” heaped scorn on cautious white liberals. “Frankly,” King wrote, “I have yet to engage in a direct-action campaign that was ‘well-intentioned’ in the view of those who have not suffered unduly from the disease of segregation.”[21] There would always be a reason to wait, to avoid discomfort. But King felt a fierce urgency, and knew that without it, change was impossible.

			The tide turned in his direction when the city’s Black children protested and were attacked with firehoses and German Shepherds. The footage was broadcast around the world. Six hundred Black kids were thrown in jail. Thousands more were ready and willing to take their place. The marches continued. The dogs were turned loose on more children, who were transported to overcrowded jails in school buses. Black celebrities, national media, and officials of the Kennedy Justice Department came to town. Demonstrations in solidarity spread to other parts of the South, across the country, and around the globe.[22]

			King had persevered, capturing the eyes of the world and the intervention of Washington, which put the city fathers in an impossible position. A pathway to desegregation was negotiated. The prisons were emptied. “There are those who write history,” King declared one night after mass arrests. “There are those who make history. There are those who experience history.” He had wrested that power away from the politicians and put it in the hands of the people, the apotheosis of the activist. “I don’t know how many of you would be able to write a history book. But you are certainly making history, and you are experiencing history.”[23]

			King went on a speaking tour. In Detroit, he told tens of thousands of people about a dream he had of a future in which there was racial harmony. Meanwhile, Kennedy ignored King’s entreaties for a second Emancipation Proclamation. Instead, he marked the centennial with a White House party—a symbolic gesture in place of substance. King stayed away. He was bending the arc of history in his direction: After Birmingham, more than half of Americans identified civil rights as the most pressing issue in the nation, up from 4 percent months earlier.

			Yet Kennedy was also hitting his stride as president. He was more comfortable in his office and his instincts after successfully managing the Cuban Missle Crisis to a peaceful conclusion over the objections of hawkish generals and security advisors. In an historic speech on June 10 at American University, he called for the United States to rethink its approach to the Cold War, extending a hand to the Soviets and offering a negotiated ban on testing nuclear weapons. “Let us examine our attitude toward peace itself. Too many of us think it is impossible. Too many think it unreal. But that is a dangerous, defeatist belief,” he said. “Our problems are manmade—therefore, they can be solved by man. And man can be as big as he wants.”[24]

			That included Jack Kennedy. The very next night on June 11, 1963, he surprised his aides by deciding to address the nation on civil rights. The president had grown frustrated by Alabama governor George Wallace’s intransigence; he was tired of being behind the curve on racial justice or deferring to processes that were overtaken by events. The speech was so hurried that Kennedy went on live television without a finished text, ad-libbing chunks of his speech.[25]

			Early in the speech, Kennedy harkened back to the founding to put the civil-rights movement in the context of America’s sweeping history of hypocrisy on race:

			
				This Nation was founded by men of many nations and backgrounds. It was founded on the principle that all men are created equal, and that the rights of every man are diminished when the rights of one man are threatened.[26]

			

			With this simple statement, Kennedy revisited the compromise heralded by Benjamin Franklin, the complexity of a nation founded by an assembly of men with different views, interests, and prejudices. He then asserted the primacy of the Declaration of Independence and its unkept promise of equality. The language of freedom which Kennedy had so skillfully applied abroad now applied to American racism.

			He went on to argue, as Frederick Douglass had in “Composite Nation,” that “it ought to be possible, in short, for every American to enjoy the privileges of being American without regard to his race or color.” No caveats: This was a simple, moral statement about American identity. And yet, he pointed out, Blacks were denied this right not simply through segregation, but through deep, structural inequities in education, employment, and opportunity.

			
				If an American, because his skin is dark, cannot eat lunch in a restaurant open to the public, if he cannot send his children to the best public school available, if he cannot vote for the public officials who will represent him, if, in short, he cannot enjoy the full and free life which all of us want, then who among us would be content to have the color of his skin changed and stand in his place? Who among us would then be content with the counsels of patience and delay? One hundred years of delay have passed since President Lincoln freed the slaves, yet their heirs, their grandsons, are not fully free.[27]

			

			Kennedy had now made King’s argument his own. His admission that delay is untenable echoed “The Letter from Birmingham Jail” and its assertion of the fierce urgency of now. His invocation of the Emancipation Proclamation drew upon King’s suggestion that Kennedy issue his own.

			
				We preach freedom around the world, and we mean it, and we cherish our freedom here at home, but are we to say to the world, and much more importantly, to each other that this is the land of the free except for the Negroes; that we have no second-class citizens except Negroes; that we have no class or caste system, no ghettoes, no master race except with respect to Negroes.[28]

			

			Kennedy had now also answered King’s challenge about the global context of the Cold War, suggesting that anti-Communism, the anticolonial struggle, and the battle for human freedom were all one fight for the future. In doing so, Kennedy named the ideology behind suppression, the cornerstone celebrated by Alexander Stephens and wedged into America’s foundation: the belief in a master race.

			He then called upon Congress to do away with segregation—a bolder, more durable, and more difficult action than the executive order King had requested. He compared nonviolent demonstrators to American soldiers. And he described the cause of civil rights as one that must concern every American. “This is a matter which concerns this country and what it stands for,” he said in closing, “and in meeting it I ask the support of all our citizens.”[29]

			Together with Kennedy’s speech on the Cold War, this was an astonishing duo of presidential addresses given over just two days: one about conflict in the world, one about conflict at home. Kennedy had taken a clear side, and his words resonated because they reflected both his beliefs and his experience. His speechwriter Ted Sorensen recounted that the speech “drew on at least three years of evolution in his thinking.”[30] It recast the Kennedy presidency. It cast aside caution. Given his popularity, it raised hopes for all the things Kennedy might do with the five more years he would have in office. No president had ever framed civil rights so explicitly as a moral, national, even global crisis. “It was one of the most eloquent, profound, and unequivocal pleas for justice ever made by any president,” King said.[31] Though in a shadow of the violence to come, hours after the speech, the young NAACP leader Medgar Evers was gunned down in front of his Mississippi home while carrying T-shirts that read “Jim Crow Must Go.”[32]
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			The activist King wasn’t prepared to rest just because the politician Kennedy had moved in his direction. The legislation proposed was a step forward, but still not strong enough and risked being watered down by the entrenched power of the South in Congress.

			So, King reacted positively when A. Philip Randolph and Bayard Rustin came to him with the idea for a march on Washington that would bring the movement to the seat of power, resuscitating their plan from 1940.[33] Randolph was placed in charge, with Rustin—ex-Communist, conscientious objector, and homosexual—doing most of the organizing out of a bustling office in Harlem.[34] All the major civil-rights organizations, sometimes rivals, joined forces. Paul Newman and Marlon Brando committed financial support; so did labor unions. Organizers predicted that a hundred thousand people would attend. Kennedy was wary of the march and made a halfhearted effort to forestall it in a meeting with civil-rights leaders. Before doing so, he personally warned King about Communist infiltration, drawing from the endless summaries of surveillance reports that Hoover had assembled into fanciful conspiracy theories.

			One wonders at the stress King felt at this intervention from the president. But in the meeting, he joined the other leaders in insisting that the march go forward, arguing that it could strengthen Kennedy’s hand on civil rights by mobilizing Americans who had yet to see the movement.[35] Echoing the language of his “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” King told the president, “I have never engaged in a direct-action movement that did not seem ill-timed. Some people thought Birmingham was ill-timed.” Kennedy managed a knowing retort. “I don’t think you should all be totally harsh on Bull Connor. After all, he has done more for civil rights than almost anybody.”[36]

			As the march approached, King collected input for his speech from advisors. Speakers were limited to five minutes, but Randolph and Rustin gave King the final slot—and fifteen minutes to use it.[37] King tinkered with ideas on flights and in hotel rooms, drawing as he often did from past sermons. Stanley Levison and Clarence Jones worked on a draft. People always think speeches on the grandest stages are carefully prepared, but in my experience, they are usually cobbled together in between what seem—at the time—like more pressing obligations.

			The night before the march, King gathered his inner circle for a meeting on the speech at the Willard Hotel, just a stone’s throw from the White House. They sat in the corner of the lobby for hours, talking while Jones took notes.[38] An associate, Wyatt Tee Walker, cautioned King, “Don’t use the lines about ‘I have a dream.’ It’s trite, it’s a cliché.”[39] Jones offered an idea to describe Blacks as marching to redeem a promissory note before retreating to his room to write up a draft. Then King sat up alone in his hotel room, revising the text. Around seven in the morning, Jones was awoken by King’s travelling secretary, who told him that the speech was finished and being mimeographed. There was no mention of a dream.[40]

			August 28 dawned warm and humid in Washington. Alcohol sales in the city had been shut down by authorities fearing violence. J. Edgar Hoover stoked these fears, going as far as to warn celebrities away from coming. A thousand troops were deployed, with another nineteen thousand at the ready on surrounding military bases.[41] Buses, trains, and cars poured into the capital that morning in what John Lewis, the leader of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), recalled as “a moving sea of humanity.”[42] So did hundreds of thousands of ordinary people, prepared to experience the energy of a mass meeting in Birmingham or Montgomery in the capital of the free world. One group of marchers walked all the way from New York.

			The man who orchestrated much of it was Rustin. He coordinated far-flung travel plans. He arranged for an enormous number of portable toilets and water fountains to be set up around the National Mall to avoid the discomfort that could turn an irritable audience violent. He installed a massive sound system to project the speakers’ voices across an area of more than a square mile.[43] Estimates put the crowd at two hundred and fifty thousand people, at least; around 20 percent of the participants were white. When they began their march to the Mall, King and the other leaders hustled out of meetings on Capitol Hill, leaving behind politicians so they could be photographed leading the people.[44]

			On the stage set at the base of the Lincoln Memorial, musicians warmed up the crowd. Joan Baez sang “We Shall Overcome.” Bob Dylan played his new song about Medgar Evers’s assassination, “Only a Pawn in Their Game.”[45] March organizers averted a crisis, huddling in a guard’s booth at the base of the Lincoln Memorial to persuade the twenty-three-year-old John Lewis to tone down his speech. A reference to marching through the South, “the way Sherman did,” was removed along with other language deemed too incendiary—ironic, given the apocalyptic language about the bondsman carved into the wall of the Lincoln Memorial.[46] The march had more press coverage than any political demonstration in American history. Everyone knew that the speeches would be broadcast nationally on television and radio; for many white people, it would be the first time they watched or listened to entire speeches by Black Americans.

			In one of those impossible coincidences of history, news reached King and others on the stage that W.E.B. Du Bois had died in Ghana.[47] William Reuther, the labor leader, threw Kennedy’s most powerful Cold War line back at him. “We cannot defend freedom in Berlin,” he said, “so long as we deny freedom in Birmingham.”[48] Lewis vowed to keep on marching through the South until segregation was shattered.

			The afternoon was creeping toward an end. The crowd was hot and tired. People started to peel off the edges. If you had kept your eyes on King, you would have seen him working at his text, ignoring the fact that it had already been distributed to press. Sitting up there, he had to feel the weight on his shoulders as the closer, the famous orator, the man of the moment. Did he rehearse the delivery in his head? Did he have ad-libs planned? Or did he gaze out at the mass of humanity, confident that some spirit—perhaps the grace of God—would seize him?

			Randolph introduced King, who stepped up to the cluster of microphones. The television networks—CBS, NBC, and ABC—cut in to their programming to broadcast the speech live.[49] And then all the preparations faded away—the weeks of organizing, months of planning, years of marching, decades of suffering, a hundred years of broken promises, centuries of oppression—until it was just the lone speaker in front of the crowd, petitioning the government and its multiracial citizenry. An American scene if ever there was one.

			King began, sticking close to a prepared text.

			
				Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, signed the Emancipation Proclamation.[50]

			

			King summoned the power of the moment and the setting. While Kennedy had invoked the Proclamation in his own speech, it was now the Black activist King claiming the legacy of the white politician Lincoln, even using his famous marking of time: five score years ago. King went on to detail all the ways in which Black people in the United States were still not free, imprisoned by segregation, poverty, and the invisible chains of prejudice.

			
				In a sense we’ve come to our nation’s capital to cash a check. When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir. [51]

			

			Like the abolitionists and activists of old, King was using the nation’s founding documents to hold the nation accountable to its promise of equality. The marchers, he said, had come to the capital to cash that check, to claim their rightful inheritance, to assert—as Kennedy had done in his speech, as Douglass had done—that America would never be one nation until it embraced the equality of all races within a composite nation.

			King reiterated his line about the fierce urgency of now from Birmingham, his rebuke of white liberals who preached incrementalism. This was followed by what would have been heard as a warning by politicians and people watching at home, as King channeled the impatience of militant Black nationalists in warning that there would be no “rest nor tranquility” until equal citizenship was granted. But he leavened this by reinforcing a commitment to Gandhian principles, stressing that protests must never become violent. This was the King of Montgomery, standing in front of a bombed house, quieting the crowd.

			King then called for a multiracial coalition, warning Blacks against distrusting white people and echoing Kennedy in saying that many white Americans had come to realize that their own freedom was tied to the Black struggle for freedom. This was both a moral statement and a practical one. “We cannot walk alone,” King declared. If true equality was to be achieved, people of different races would have to struggle together. But they could not be satisfied with half measures.

			
				We cannot be satisfied as long as a Negro in Mississippi cannot vote and a Negro in New York believes he has nothing for which to vote.[52]

			

			With this simple sentence, King enlarged the struggle beyond the end of legal segregation. Just as the Emancipation Proclamation had not achieved equality, nor would civil-rights legislation. And just as Lincoln had insisted upon condemning the scourge of “American slavery,” King didn’t focus his demands merely upon the apartheid system of the South. Racism was an American disease, as insidious in Northern cities as in Southern segregation.

			A demand to eradicate white supremacy led into the language of the church, the jeremiad, a biblical verse from Amos that prophesied the Israelites being consumed in Gaza, the breaking of the dam that had blocked the currents of American progress: “we will not be satisfied,” King thundered, “until ‘justice rolls down like waters, and righteousness like a mighty stream.’ ”[53]

			The speech was very good, but not yet great. For some other occasion, it would have been enough. But King paused, sensing he owed the people more. Somewhere behind him on the dais, Mahalia Jackson shouted out, “Tell ’em about the dream, Martin, tell ’em about the dream!”[54] At times, when he was feeling down, King would call Jackson and she would sing him his favorite hymns.[55] Perhaps her words moved him. Or perhaps it was the faces of young people who might be beaten or arrested when they went back home. Or perhaps it was the knowledge that he held a huge audience and had another gear to show them, that same instinct to greatness that Kennedy had. Or perhaps it was spiritual, the achingly faithful experience of the Black church stretching back to the days of slavery now—for the first time—on display before the entire world. In any case, he pushed his text aside. Clarence Jones leaned over to the person sitting next to him and said: “These people out there today don’t know it yet, but they’re about ready to go to church.”[56]

			King led into his dream slowly. He noted that many of the marchers had been beaten, jailed, and subject to various forms of persecution. He implored them to go back to the South, to go back to the slums of Northern cities to continue the struggle. But then, just as Franklin Roosevelt did in his “four freedoms” speech, King gave his audience more than a mission—he gave them a vision of why they were struggling, of the future world they were seeking to build.

			
				So even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream.

				I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.”[57]

			

			“I just felt that I wanted to use it here,” King later recalled of “the dream” sequence. “I used it, and at that point I just turned aside from the manuscript altogether. I didn’t come back to it.”[58] As Kennedy had done in the Oval Office, King had gone off script, propelled by some deeper impulse.

			King entered his dream sequence by invoking images that would have struck the mystical chords of memory deep in the American conscience. The American dream. That dream of opportunity, of fulfillment, of self-improvement was now being repurposed as a dream of equality. It was a dream that was inseparable from the promissory note that King had referenced earlier, the creed articulated in the Declaration of Independence. Speaking now in the cadence of a preacher, a prophet channeling the cry of the divine, King summoned simple visions of the sons of former slaves and slaveowners becoming brothers, of a state like Mississippi becoming “an oasis of freedom and justice.”

			
				I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.[59]

			

			Here was a perfect vision of equality, of a composite nation in which American identity is rooted in a shared ideal, and not in some division of power and opportunity among the races. The language was universal, each dream sequence bringing Black and white together. In a postwar epoch when nations had sought to codify such a thing as universal human rights, King’s picture gave them an evocative, aspirational form—a vision you could close your eyes and see, a voice picture that worked its way into your bloodstream and gave you goosebumps: You could feel it.

			King’s line about his children being judged not by race but rather the “content of their character” has been used by some on the right in subsequent years to argue that the dream is somehow already a reality, that America need not redress its racial sins because of King’s vision. But that is not at all what he was saying: He was sending people off to do nonviolent battle against that kind of thinking. And it is within the ecstasy of that idealized America that has never existed, but could exist, that King returned to the jeremiad, the vision that he had seen in Nkrumah’s prison-clothes inauguration in Ghana, Isaiah’s prophesy of Jerusalem’s destruction before repentance, a judgment as terrifying as it is beautiful.

			
				I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, and every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made straight; “and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it together.”[60]

			

			This is not the gauzy picture of a post-racial America; it is, rather, a destruction of white supremacy, the breaking and remaking of things.

			King had now given his audience the vision they’d need to sustain themselves in the battles they’d face, and those that would endure for generations to come. A vision of what America could be if that promissory note was honored. A country in which all could sing that song which had been sung to him after his house was bombed in Montgomery: My country ’tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing, Land where my fathers died, land of the pilgrims’ pride, from every mountainside, let freedom ring!

			Taking the last line as his peroration, King launched into a recitation of all the American places where freedom must ring for his prophecy to become true, for America to become a great nation, the check honored and cashed—state after state, mountain after mountain, hill after American hill, until he reached the end of his jeremiad, a cry that would be heard by two hundred and fifty thousand people and the millions upon millions more who would hear him through radios and televisions, nearly all of whom had never before experienced the prophetic power of the Black church.

			
				And when this happens, and when we allow freedom to ring—when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God’s children, Black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual:

				Free at last! Free at last!

				Thank God Almighty, we are free at last![61]

			

			By the time King cried out in his final burst of energy “Free at Last! Free at Last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!” it was as if all the unheard oratory from thousands of pulpits, rallies, and mass meetings—from the age of David Walker and Maria Stewart, through the jeremiads of Frederick Douglass and the witness of Ida B. Wells, to the activism of W.E.B. Du Bois and A. Philip Randolph—were finally thrust into the American mainstream.

			King almost staggered to the side upon finishing. Jones found him in the crowd with the excitement of a speechwriter who has seen their work elevated exponentially in delivery. “Martin!” he declared. “Today you were just smokin’, just smokin’! Coltrane and Parker rolled into one.”[62] Bayard Rustin approached his old partner A. Philip Randolph, the man who first had the idea of marching on Washington more than twenty years earlier. “Mr. Randolph,” Rustin said, “it looks like your dream has come true.” Randolph’s eyes were filled with tears.[63]
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			James Farmer, the leader of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), listened to the speech in a Louisiana prison cell with tears in his eyes. “The conscience of the nation,” he recalled, “could not be wrung any tighter.”[64] A young Ted Kennedy, now representing Massachusetts in the Senate, recalled: “I was, that day in Washington, D.C., fully baptized into the civil-rights movement.”[65] Norman Mailer imagined an alternate reality. “Could one dream of bringing together two hundred thousand whites steaming with bitterness and a hot heart of injustice on a hot summer day with no riot breaking forth?”[66] Hoover’s FBI, on the other hand, saw danger. “We must mark him now, if we have not done so before,” said William Sullivan, the FBI’s assistant director for domestic counterintelligence, “as the most dangerous Negro of the future of this nation.”[67]

			That day, though, President Kennedy welcomed King and the other leaders of the march to the White House. As for many white Americans, it had been the first time Kennedy watched a full King speech. He was impressed, like one star athlete taking the measure of another. “I have a dream,” he said with a knowing smile, greeting King.[68] There still existed that gap between the two men—the demands of the activist, and the politician’s reality. But in their oratory, at least, the two men were coming together in offering a new vision of America that could bind up the nation’s wounds. King’s gift to Kennedy had been forcing him to take a side: Make me do it.

			But this momentum was soon clouded by the violence that would come to define the decade. Just a few weeks after the speech, a bomb planted by the KKK ripped through the basement of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, killing four little girls. In another White House meeting, it fell to Kennedy to put the event in perspective for civil-rights leaders. “If you look at any…of these struggles over a period, across the world, it’s a very dangerous effort. So everybody just has to keep their nerve.”[69]

			Two months later, Kennedy was assassinated. The shock and scale of that event eclipsed the fresh memory of the march, just as Kennedy’s martyrdom elevated him beyond the practical present, in which King still existed, to the status of American secular sainthood. Suddenly, Kennedy was stripped of his mortal calculations and compromises and was remembered above all for the promise of change that he embodied. That, combined with the accession of a superior legislative politician and Southerner, Lyndon Johnson, assured the passage of stronger voting and civil-rights legislation. The death of Kennedy hastened the death of legal segregation, as politicians in the back rooms of the Capitol took the baton from the marchers in the streets, for better and worse.[70] Perhaps had Kennedy lived, a slower legislative timeline would have been accompanied by a more transformative public and moral reckoning. We’ll never know.

			King was wounded when he did not receive a formal invitation to the president’s funeral. He attended by himself, without so much as a single aide. In the same city where he had inspired the world with his dream just three months earlier, Martin Luther King, Jr., stood anonymously in the crowd as John F. Kennedy was laid to rest alongside whatever innocence remained of the 1960s.[71]
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			The version of the 1960s that reached a crescendo in King’s speech helped propel the legislative victories of the early Johnson years, but it was followed by a violent and contested coda which continues to shape American politics until this day.

			Politically, the tug-of-war between the two parties was resolved by Kennedy and Johnson’s embrace of civil rights. “I think we just delivered the South to the Republican Party for a long time to come,” Johnson told his aide, Bill Moyers, after passing civil-rights legislation.[72] He was right. In the one hundred years before 1964, the Republican Party never won a majority of the old Confederacy in a presidential election. Since 1964, the Republican Party has won the old Confederacy in every presidential election except Jimmy Carter’s 1976 victory.

			Meanwhile, the Democratic Party began its transition to a more Northern, progressive, and multiracial coalition. For a brief time, Johnson bound these factions together through his Great Society. But his presidency was soon consumed by the Vietnam War. Through these years, King faded into a blend of moral authority and ill repute. Some Blacks lost patience with strategies that delivered legislative victories but little change in their lives. As King turned his attention to Northern ghettos, Democratic politicians no longer felt the pressure that he generated when confronting segregation in the South. As the bombs rained down on Vietnam, the values-based view of the Cold War was eclipsed by the ugliness of superpower politics. When King chose, in 1967, to publicly oppose the Vietnam War, he seemed to come full circle—the activist who reached the heights of American politics, returned to lonely protest.

			His speech opposing the war at New York’s Riverside Church lacked the soaring notes of “I Have a Dream,” but it overflowed with hard truths and hard-earned wisdom. “Peace and civil rights don’t mix,” he presciently anticipated his critics saying. “Aren’t you hurting the cause of your people?” But King saw the connection between what was happening inside America and Vietnam better than most. It was about the lives of individual people mattering, about whether a superpower could brutalize non-white people with impunity. Speaking of the Vietnamese, he asked Americans to see them in a way that none of the politicians had: “there will be no meaningful solution there,” he said, “until some attempt is made to know them and hear their broken cries.”[73]

			King spoke of Ho Chi Minh and the anti-colonial movement he led with more understanding than the best and the brightest of the American foreign-policy establishment, with their bloodless, technocratic visions of counterinsurgency and support for corrupt South Vietnamese authorities: “Even though they quoted the American Declaration of Independence in their own document of freedom, we refused to recognize them.” It must have been a painfully familiar realization: Just as Blacks in the United States had spent two centuries imploring America to live up to that document, so had Ho Chi Minh—but successive white ruling classes refused to hear them or see them. In calling upon America to change course, King globalized an image he had invoked in his dream sequence. “If we will make the right choice,” he said, “we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our world into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood.”[74] The pursuit of a composite nation, globalized; the true promise of America in the world.

			King’s popularity plummeted after his Vietnam speech.[75] By the time he was assassinated, in 1968, he was teetering on the edge of obscurity. King seemed at peace with this circumstance the night before he was killed. “It really doesn’t matter with me now, because I’ve been to the mountaintop,” he told a crowd in Memphis. “I’ve seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the Promised Land.” While that passage draws attention for its prophecy, it came after he had just reprised the age-old tactic of holding America accountable to its own self-conception. “All we say to America,” he said, “is be true to what you said on paper.” He compared America to China and Russia, before declaring, “somewhere I read of the freedom of assembly, somewhere I read of the freedom of speech, somewhere I read of the freedom of press, somewhere I read the greatness of America is the right to protest for rights!”[76]

			He knew, somehow, that his time was over—that he, like Kennedy, was one of those Americans fated to be remembered in a state of enlightened youth. “Like anybody,” he told that audience in Memphis, “I would like to live a long life, longevity has its place, but I’m not concerned about that now.”[77] He was thirty-nine years old when he was killed. The Promised Land he saw was preserved in his oratory, a vision of America unrealized.

			Perhaps no white man understood King’s arc better than Bobby Kennedy. In the five years after his brother’s death, he travelled an odyssey that allowed him to shed the political armor of his younger years, to draw nearer to the essence of things. On the night King was killed, Kennedy quieted a crowd of Black Americans in Indianapolis. This privileged man who once signed off on Hoover’s wiretaps declared, “Martin Luther King dedicated his life to love and to justice for his fellow human beings, and he died because of that effort.” He recalled the murder of his own brother “by a white man.” He quoted his favorite poet, Aeschylus. He implored the crowd watching, and those beyond: “What we need in the United States is not division; what we need in the United States is not hatred; what we need in the United States is not violence or lawlessness; but love and wisdom, and compassion toward one another, and a feeling of justice toward those who still suffer within our country, whether they be white or they be black.”[78]

			Shortly after this speech, quite likely on his way to the presidency, Kennedy—like his brother, like King—was killed. It’s impossible to calculate the societal factors that feed into seemingly random acts of violence. All we have is history, and the fact that King and the Kennedys, like Lincoln, were all killed at the height of their radicalism. All the promise of the 1960s, the pursuit of a composite nation, snuffed out by violence.

			“It is perhaps well to ask,” Bobby Kennedy said that night in Indianapolis, “what kind of a nation we are and what direction we want to move in.”[79] We have been asking that question ever since.
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				Dolores Huerta: 
You Cannot Pretend That We Do Not Exist
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				“You cannot pretend that we do not exist. You cannot plead ignorance to our problems because we are here and we embody our needs for you.”

			

			1966

			In March 1966, a few dozen farmworkers set out from Delano, California, to march three hundred miles north to Sacramento. For weeks under the hot spring sun, they made their way through the farmland of the Central Valley—verdant fields, scattered trees, the land that produces the fruits and vegetables that fill American markets, bought by consumers with little thought about where the food came from or who harvested it. They cut over to the coast around Fresno and turned up the coastline, chanting slogans and singing songs. Others fell in, swelling their ranks—students and activists, union members and clergy.[1] This roving band of humanity was led by two organizers in their thirties: Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta.

			For decades, farmworkers—many of them Chicanos—had existed in the shadows of American life. Recall the words of Frederick Douglass: “They would rather have laborers who will work for nothing; but as they cannot get the negroes on these terms, they want Chinamen who, they hope, will work for next to nothing.”[2] After the door was slammed on Chinese immigration, the twentieth century saw the United States turn elsewhere to fill that gap—above all to Mexico, which offered cheap migrant labor to satisfy the nation’s growing appetites.

			By the mid-1960s, those farmworkers were living in the dehumanizing conditions that Douglass foresaw. They were among the lowest-paid workers in the country. Their employment was seasonal, while their meager wages were hourly. Often, they had little access to cold water or bathroom breaks as they worked long hours in the sun. They were exposed to dangerous pesticides. Women were abused without recourse. They often lived in run-down shacks. Children had no access to education and families had no health care. Many were not citizens, so they lived in fear not just of replacement at work but deportation if they complained. They had been cut out of the right to collective bargaining under America’s labor laws—a concession made to powerful growers, faceless behemoths that made huge profits off their backs.[3]

			Chavez and Huerta set out to change that by organizing the National Farm Workers Association (NFWA). In 1965, they joined another nascent union—the AFL-CIO-backed, largely Filipino American Agricultural Workers Organizing Committee (AWOC)—in a strike.[4] It was a frontal challenge to the status quo that had shaped the lives of American farmworkers, and a demand for rights from brown populations shut out of the American conscience.

			But while farmworkers faced an enormous power imbalance, they were catching a growing wave of political and social mobilization. Chavez and Huerta emerged out of the Community Service Organization (CSO), which empowered poorer populations to stand up to powerful interests. The attention on the civil-rights movement showcased not only the brutality of the white South, but also the tactics of leaders like Martin Luther King who embraced direct action—protests, strikes, boycotts, and marches. Like King, Chavez and Huerta championed nonviolent resistance as a vehicle for societal change. The idea for the march illustrated how much the strike was in conversation with both the civil-rights movement and the tradition of organized labor.

			Whereas Chavez was quieter in his leadership, Huerta was La Pasionaria—the passionate one. A mother of seven, Huerta had joined Chavez in Delano to go door-to-door, building a union one person, one family at a time. Like Chavez, she came from—and lived within—the largely poor communities that were now demanding their rights. She spoke with a bilingual charisma and a religious fervor that made people believe that she meant what she said. When it came time to negotiate with the wealthy white growers, it was Huerta who sat at the table.

			The march came at a time when the strike had yet to substantially move the growers, leading the workers to get more creative. First came a call to boycott certain products. Then came the march, timed to coincide with the season of Lent, which imbued the exercise with the religiosity of a pilgrimage. The goal was to win public support and capture the attention of lawmakers in Sacramento. But it wasn’t just higher wages and better working conditions that were at stake in what was called La Causa—the cause.[5] The farmworkers were becoming visible. Latinos were being seen. That view of a composite nation—where different peoples have equal access to rights, dignity, and opportunity—was coming into a wider focus, though the picture it revealed would invite a backlash as fierce as the ones that came before.

			On Easter Sunday, the march ended with a rally on the steps of the state capitol. The crowd sang “We Shall Overcome” in Spanish. Chavez and Huerta took turns at a microphone, speaking in Spanish and English.[6] Two years ago, Huerta had been an anonymous activist scrounging up small dues to pay for a union. Two years later, she would be standing next to a victorious Robert F. Kennedy on the night of California’s Democratic presidential primary. That journey to the heart of American politics, and its volatile and even violent collisions around issues of power, money, and identity, was part of postwar, multiracial, multiethnic America’s struggle to be born.
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			Dolores Huerta gave voice to people who had been shut out of American discourse. She was born in New Mexico. Her mother’s family had been there for generations, long before the territory was a state—a reminder of how the US border enveloped brown communities who had lived on what became American soil far longer than the descendants of European immigrants.[7]

			Huerta grew up in the Depression. Her father, the son of Mexican immigrants, cobbled together a living in ways that anticipated the lives of the workers his daughter would champion as an adult: working in coal mines, following the beet harvest across the West, living in shacks for seasonal workers. Later, he became involved in the labor movement, joining strikes and getting elected to the New Mexico state legislature, which expelled him for getting into a fight with the scion of a prominent grower.[8]

			When she was still a small child, Huerta’s parents divorced and she moved with her mother, Alicia, to Stockton, a small city in California’s Central Valley. There, Alicia worked in a cannery and as a waitress, saved up some money, and started her own lunch counter. When World War II came, she bought a hotel from a Japanese family who had been forced into an internment camp. While her brothers picked tomatoes, Dolores worked in the packing sheds. At the hotel, she cleaned rooms, did laundry, and helped her mother cater to a multicultural clientele.[9]

			Stockton reflected the diversity that had remade America over the last century. Huerta lived among Mexicans, Blacks, Filipinos, Chinese, Japanese, Native Americans, Greeks, and Jews.[10] Alicia instilled in her daughter the American ethos of self-improvement—pushing her to take up violin and dancing and to join the Girl Scouts. With the right work ethic, there was enough time for all of it. Yet Huerta’s experience bore the weight of the nation’s racial injustices. She worked hard to excel at writing, but one of her teachers insisted that someone else must have written her papers. She married after high school and attended Stockton Junior College, where she was the only Chicana.[11] After graduation, Huerta was accredited as a teacher, which allowed her to find steady work.[12] She divorced and married her second husband, Ventura Huerta. A pathway to a certain kind of middle-class life was carved in front of her. That’s when she met a man named Fred Ross.

			In the 1950s, Ross was organizing Black and Latino communities in Southern California, drawing on the example of his mentor Saul Alinksy, an origin figure for modern community organizing. Alinksy believed that you could confront the structural inequities of American life by empowering communities to make changes from the bottom up. He trained people to become activists for their interests. He built coalitions across sectors—unions and small businesses, students and clergy. Then he took on powerful interests through strategic campaigns in Chicago.

			Fred Ross took that example to California. What first drew Huerta to Ross was a local campaign against police brutality. A Mexican man had been beaten by officers, and Ross organized the community to demand accountability. “At that time,” Huerta later recalled, “I didn’t even talk about things like that publicly. Everybody knew the cops did it, but you just accepted it.”[13] When Ross succeeded in getting the officers prosecuted, Huerta realized the power of organizing—not just to expose injustice, but to change outcomes.

			In the mid-1950s, she went to work for Ross’s CSO. She registered Chicanos to vote. She organized the community to protest unfair treatment by the police and courts. She taught citizenship and naturalization classes. She pursued campaigns for the construction of new parks, public spaces, and street lighting. She also abandoned any idea of financial or familial comfort. The CSO didn’t pay well, and her husband’s expectations of a more traditional wife were upended by her activism, straining and ultimately severing the marriage.[14]

			Huerta was soon tapped by Ross to lobby state lawmakers. This was consistent with one of Alinsky’s insights about organizing: People have more power than they realize; the system is just designed to make them think they don’t. “I knew nothing about lobbying before the day I began it,” Huerta said to one interviewer. “CSO just sent me, paying us through contributors’ nickels and dimes, and said ‘You can do it.’ ”[15] She pressed for laws that uplifted the poor. She brought along the aged parents of World War II veterans to underscore that brown communities had deep and patriotic American roots.

			In addition to Huerta, Fred Ross was working with a young organizer named Cesar Chavez. As a child, Chavez had been scarred by the country’s power structures, as his family lost their farm in Arizona when the state insisted that it be auctioned off to pay back taxes. The Chavez family followed the Depression-era migration to California, and Cesar often joined them in the fields, moving with the seasonal harvest. After serving in the Navy, he became involved in labor politics. By the late 1950s, he was a statewide leader for the CSO, securing state unemployment insurance benefits for farmworkers between harvests.[16]

			Chavez and Huerta complemented each other. She was outgoing and outspoken where he was shy and reserved. They shared a frustration that the CSO wasn’t trying to organize farmworkers into a union. In 1962, Chavez left the CSO to start the National Farmworkers Association (NFWA) out of Delano as president. Huerta joined him and was elected vice president—an unusually prominent position for a woman in the American labor movement at the time.[17] She spoke at meetings and rustled dues, divided up organizing duties with Chavez. They earned trust from the farmworkers by forming a credit union and providing a death benefit for NFWA members. They also earned solidarity by living on the knife’s edge of poverty alongside them.

			Huerta was a twice-divorced mother of seven children trying to organize people with no evident power into a union. She struggled to feed her large family and left her kids in borrowed care as she drove dusty highways to union halls and picket lines. Despite criticism from her Catholic and old-school father, she saw her gender as an asset. A Gandhian like Chavez, she believed women were naturally inclined to nonviolence. Instead of just recruiting workers, she tried to invest whole families in the effort to build a union.[18]

			By the time the NFWA went on strike in 1965, they were prepared to seize what proved to be a pivotal moment for farmworkers, who sought clean water, rest breaks, protections against pesticide exposure, job security, health care, and pension plans. Huerta’s life experience had prepared her to be a spokeswoman for these labor rights, and for California’s Chicano community.
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			For a United States that connected its identity to the frontier, California represented the final stretch of fertile, golden land on the continent. Yet from the beginning of westward expansion, there were concerns from American elites that the extension of US borders to the Southwest would encompass a growing number of brown people. John C. Calhoun, the leading Southern politician of his day, opposed the Mexican American War on those grounds: “To incorporate Mexico,” he argued in Congress, “would be the very first instance of the kind of incorporating an Indian race; for more than half of the Mexicans are Indians, and the other is composed chiefly of mixed tribes. I protest against such a union as that! Ours, sir, is the Government of a white race.”[19]

			This white-supremacist mindset infused the American settlement of the West, as existing populations—be they Native American or Mexican—were simultaneously present yet politically invisible. At first, imported Chinese laborers laid down the rails that connected California and the interior West to the population centers back east and worked the vast farmlands. After the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, labor shortages were increasingly filled by Mexicans, including those who crossed a porous and largely unenforced border.[20]

			With labor shortages exacerbated by World War I, the United States and Mexico initiated a guest-worker program in 1917, which filled seasonal jobs on US farms by recruiting Mexican braceros (manual laborers). Braceros obtained six-month work permits, which allowed US growers to increase their output. With the return of veterans from Europe, the program was ended in 1921, but many Mexicans stayed in the United States anyway, initiating networks of migration that were barely slowed by the creation of the Border Patrol in 1924.

			The Great Depression brought a westward surge of Dust Bowl migration, which swelled California’s white population and led to a concerted effort to deport Mexicans, including some who had only lived in the United States. Once again, war intervened. The white men went off to fight or worked to build Roosevelt’s arsenal of democracy. The United States and Mexico negotiated a new Bracero Program in 1942. When the war ended, the program continued and was accompanied by parallel illegal immigration, as employers realized they could hire Mexican workers for even less than the pittance paid under the Bracero Program.

			Tensions mounted that have defined the politics of immigration to this day. There were concerns that braceros depressed wages for Americans, but growers preferred cheap migrant labor. The postwar baby boom increased demand for California produce, which could be trucked east on the new interstate highway system. A network of middlemen supplied the major growers with workers. The American Southwest became more diverse, as a Chicano identity asserted itself in bilingual communities. While noncitizens were sporadically targeted for deportation, little was done to penalize the people employing immigrants. In the hierarchy of American concerns, capitalism—high profits for growers, low prices for consumers—reigned supreme.

			By the mid-1950s, hundreds of thousands of braceros were entering the country. Some politicians falsely cast them as bringing crime or stoked fears of brown people replacing white communities. Louis Brandeis’s assertion that one became American when they made the decision to emigrate did not apply, even to Mexican Americans who had lived in the country for decades. In Operation Wetback (a slur for Mexicans who crossed the Rio Grande), the Eisenhower Administration used military tactics to deport hundreds of thousands, in many cases separating families or sending people somewhere they had never lived—including citizens and lawful residents.

			Farmworkers who remained had little capacity to advocate for their interests. Depression-era laws that established protections for workers under the National Labor Relations Board excluded farmworkers from collective bargaining. Unions struggled to organize braceros who were threatened with deportation if they went on strike. Even as the United States built the largest middle class in the world, life for farmworkers got worse, with wages hovering below a dollar an hour.

			As the 1960s began, opposition to the status quo was building. US workers continued to complain that guest workers were depressing wages, and the Kennedy Administration came out against the Bracero Program.[21] The civil-rights movement offered the template for a minority community to demand equality. The labor movement wanted to expand to farmworkers. Strikes began to gain traction. As the Bracero Program wound down in 1964, growers were left without a sanctioned supply of foreign labor, and workers were left without federal protections: a vacuum that Chavez and Huerta were ready to fill.
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			In 1965, Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta’s National Farm Workers Association announced their decision to join the striking Agricultural Workers Organizing Committee on September 16—Mexican Independence Day.[22] The choice of date reflected the hybrid identity of Chicanos—straddling Mexican and American cultures, Spanish and English, rooted in the old country but with branches fully extended into the new one. This was the identity that Chavez and Huerta embodied.

			Huerta maintained a heavy bilingual speaking schedule to keep up morale. As dues dried up, the NFWA and AWOC relied on each other and donations from supporters. They were also buttressed by the AFL-CIO. Ultimately, the NFWA and AWOC merged to form the United Farm Workers (UFW). In addition to the typical challenges of organizing, the farmworkers were standing up against bigotry and asserting their American identity—attaching their cause to the civil-rights movement. “Abajo con racism! Down with racism!” Huerta sometimes ended her speeches. “Viva la union! Viva la causa!”[23]

			By elevating the cause to the broader pursuit of dignity and inclusion, the union helped motivate the farmworkers. Chavez began a practice of fasting for seven days while others prayed for him.[24] Drawing on the example of civil-rights organizations, the union made alliances with religious leaders, activists, and student groups and expanded to boycotts: If the farmworkers could persuade American consumers to stop buying grapes, they could increase their leverage. It was an audacious idea, nationalizing the kind of boycotts that King had led and counting on the solidarity of strangers across the country.

			With the strike entering its seventh month, Chavez and Huerta decided to lead the march to Sacramento. It would dramatize their determination, showcase their power, and capture the attention of politicians who traditionally deferred to growers but also had to be attuned to the demands of organized labor, the concerns of more liberal constituencies, and the growing presence of Mexican Americans on California’s voter rolls. As the marchers approached the state capitol, they learned of a breakthrough: One of the major growers agreed to recognize the union, increase their wages, improve working conditions, and allow workers to form a credit union.[25] It was incremental progress—farmworkers were finally being treated more like American workers, and Chicanos more like Americans.

			As she took turns with Chavez speaking in front of the capitol, Huerta appeared confident and a bit tired. Interrupted occasionally by applause, she looked down and smiled, aware—perhaps—of how far she’d come. The entirety of her speech does not survive, but the footage that does brings to life its message.

			Dolores Huerta 
Remarks on the Steps of 
the California State Capitol

			April 10, 1966

			Sacramento, California

			Today our farmworkers have come to Sacramento. To the governor and the legislature of California we say you cannot close your eyes and your ears to us any longer. You cannot pretend that we do not exist. You cannot plead ignorance to our problems, because we are here and we embody our needs for you. And we are not alone. We are accompanied by many friends. The religious leaders of the state, spearheaded by the migrant ministry, the student groups, the civil-rights groups that make up the movement that has been successful in securing civil rights for Negroes in this country, right-thinking citizens and our staunchest ally, organized labor, are all in the revolution of the farmworker.

			…The day has ended when the farmworker will let himself be used as a pawn by employers, government, and others who would exploit them for their own ends. La huelga and la causa is our cry, and everyone must listen. Viva la huelga! Viva Cesar Chavez![26]

			

			—

			Huerta’s language foreshadowed the battles over immigration, identity, and power that were to come. You cannot pretend that we do not exist. The marchers represented communities that had been in the United States for more than a century and others who were recent arrivals. And yet they had all been treated as foreign—constituencies that could be ignored. By contesting that, she was expanding the battleground of the civil-rights movement, linking economic objectives to demands for basic dignity. She was doing so as a young woman speaking in what was still a male-dominated society. Huerta paid tribute to Chavez’s leadership, yet her speaking role demonstrated a respect for the participation and leadership of women. After Chavez took the microphone, Huerta returned, recalling the days of union-building under Chavez in two excerpts:

			…giving them the confidence they needed through inspiration and hard work. Educating them for months to realize that no one was going to win their battle for them. That their conditions could be changed by only one group of people, themselves.

			…. he [Chavez] does not solicit money from any area; this was prior to the strike, of course. Cesar felt that outside money for organization of farmworkers was no good and it would not do the trick. And that the workers had to pay for their own organization, and this was accomplished. Prior to the strike the National Farm Workers Association was supported entirely by its own membership through the dues that they paid.[27]

			

			—

			Huerta’s words highlight the centrality of community organizing to the American left in the later twentieth century. They combine the ethos of Alinsky—no one was going to win their battle for them—and unions—workers had to pay for their own organization. Her pride in the construction of the union on the strength of dues-paying workers reflected her memories of all those days driving around the Central Valley while her kids were cared for by others. Her voice found a raw style that combined vulnerability and empowerment. The marginalized farmworkers had to look inward to find the strength to make change: There is a direct line from her line their conditions could be changed by only one group of people, themselves to a line Barack Obama used in 2008: We are the ones we’ve been waiting for. Then Huerta looked to the future with specific demands:

			Support has been highlighted by people who have joined us here today. Furthermore, these groups are committing themselves to help us until total victory is achieved. The developments of the past seven months are only a slight indication of what is to come.

			The workers are on the rise. There will be strikes all over the state and throughout the country because Delano has shown what can be done and the workers know that they are no longer alone. The agricultural workers are not going to remain static. The towns that have been reached by the pilgrimage will never be the same.

			On behalf of the National Farm Workers Association, its officers, and its members, on behalf of all of the farmworkers of this state, we unconditionally demand that the governor of this state, Edmund Brown, call a special session of the legislature to enact a collective bargaining law for the state of California. We will be satisfied with nothing less. The governor cannot, and the legislature cannot shrug off its responsibilities to the Congress of the United States. We are citizens and we are residents of the state of California, and we want the rules set up to protect us in this state, right here. If the rules to settle our economic problems are not forthcoming, we will call a general strike to paralyze the state’s agricultural economy. We will call a general strike to let the legislators and the employers know that we mean business. We will take economic pressure, strikes, boycotts, to force recognition and obtain collective bargaining rights.

			The social and economic revolution of the farmworkers is well underway and it will not be stopped until we receive equality. The farmworkers are moving. Nothing is going to stop them. The workers are crying for organization, and we are going to organize them. We may act in strange and unusual ways in our organizing, but we’re willing to try new and unused methods to achieve justice for the farmworkers.[28]

			

			—

			Huerta’s words were as simple and straightforward as they were radical. Here was perhaps the most marginalized faction of a marginalized ethnic group within the United States, making it known that they would do whatever it took to never be ignored again. Her speech does not soar into posterity like King’s—her legacy is more connected to her organizing than her oratory. But her voice endures as an exemplar of where politics and social movements were headed in ways that helped remake both the American left and the backlash to it.

			For so much of American history, the marginalized communities of a composite nation had been cast into the shadows. There has always been an overlapping machinery of interests maintaining this status quo: a racial and ethnic hierarchy, fixed gender roles, and plentiful cheap labor to fuel the engine of American capitalism. Huerta challenged all of these interests in language that was fearless, direct, and uncompromising. Here was a Latina declaring, in front of the seat of state power, that the farmworkers understood the unfairness of their circumstances and were not going to allow the status quo to endure. “The developments of the past seven months are only a slight indication of what is to come,” she said, in the language of a threat. The workers were prepared to “paralyze the state’s agricultural economy” to achieve fairness.

			The context lent weight to her demands. The civil-rights movement had already shaken the foundations of injustice in the nation, and the labor movement’s support for the farmworkers actualized the kind of multiracial, multiethnic coalition of the working class that Douglass had called for a century earlier. The tactics of community organizing also introduced the kind of decentralized and localized empowerment that would be hard for authorities to coopt or control. This was, she made plain, a revolution of consciousness that went beyond workplace demands. “The workers,” she said, “know that they are no longer alone.” Where King was soaring and aspirational, Huerta was grounded and intimate, trying to speak protest into policy.

			The people in power, the ones who owned the companies that sold the food or wrote laws in the statehouse, had been able to ignore people like the farmworkers—the people who toiled out of sight to keep the system going. Now, a crowd of people had walked across the state to watch Huerta declare: “We are here and we embody our needs for you.” As subsequent history showed, that did not assure their success. But it did indicate that something had shifted—a consciousness had been awakened which would have to be reckoned with, one way or another.
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			In the months and years following the march, Dolores Huerta expanded the boycott of grapes across the country by organizing community after community. The very capitalism that had oppressed the farmworkers was turned against the growers, as Americans were forced to consider the unjust conditions behind the food that found its way to the shelves of their markets.[29] The strike also captured the attention of national political leaders, particularly Robert Kennedy.

			In the years following his brother’s assassination, Kennedy had toured the margins of American society and tapped into deeper wells of empathy. The occasionally hotheaded and imperious manner that he displayed as attorney general was focused on combating injustice as a senator from New York. In March 1966, as chair of a subcommittee on migratory labor, he held a public hearing in Delano. When the Kern County sheriff, LeRoy Galyen, testified that some striking workers were arrested simply because they looked like they were going to violate the law, Kennedy snapped: “Could I suggest in the interim period of time, in the luncheon period of time, that the sheriff and the district attorney read the constitution of the United States?”[30] This partnership—between the scion of the Democratic Party’s most famous family and advocates for minority, immigrant, and labor rights—foreshadowed the party that would emerge in the aftermath of the 1960s.

			In 1968, Cesar Chavez went on a hunger strike to protest violence against the farmworkers. In March, as Kennedy was on the cusp of announcing a presidential campaign, he travelled back to Delano to be with Chavez when he broke his fast.[31] The picture of Chavez and Kennedy breaking bread together became an iconic image, and it was hung on the walls of many households. It was a rapid merger of politician and movement, and it likely benefited from the fact that Kennedy had that experience of the civil-rights movement. “I was amazed at how quickly he grasped the whole picture,” Huerta later recalled.[32] When Kennedy ran for president, Huerta turned her relentless organizing to voter outreach. Kennedy won 95 percent of the Hispanic vote in the 1968 California primary.[33]

			When Kennedy appeared onstage at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles to address nearly two thousand jubilant supporters, Huerta was standing by his side.[34] He publicly thanked her before ending his remarks with the assertion of someone on his way to winning the Democratic nomination at the party’s convention: “It’s on to Chicago and let’s win there!”[35] A Kennedy presidency would have put the farmworkers’ biggest political ally in the White House. Instead, Bobby Kennedy was shot and killed minutes later—his moral authority at its peak, his greatest deeds undone, the embodiment of the merger between 1960s movement politics and national leadership snuffed out by a bullet. It is a loss that leaves behind a tragically unwritten alternative history of the United States. Yet the movements endured and evolved into the coalition that congregated underneath the umbrella of a changing Democratic Party.

			Huerta’s life followed that trajectory, as she was part of the burgeoning solidarity among different movements. In the 1970s, she made common cause with Gloria Steinem, supporting the rising tide of feminism in American politics. As Hispanics rose to become the largest minority in the United States, she remained a leading voice in Hispanic political organizing and ultimately within the Democratic Party. And as an increasingly iconic figure on the left, she lent her voice to movements opposing militarized foreign policy and police violence.[36]

			By the time I went to work for a Democratic presidential candidate, Barack Obama’s rallying cry was “Yes We Can”—a direct quote of the slogan that Dolores Huerta had coined for the farmworkers decades ago: “Si Se Puede!”[37] Together with Jon Favreau, I wrote Barack Obama’s speech after he lost the New Hampshire primary in 2007, in which the slogan went viral. “It was the call of workers who organized,” he said, “women who reached for the ballot, a president who chose the moon as our new frontier, and a king who took us to the mountaintop and pointed the way to the promised land. Yes, we can, to justice and equality.”[38]

			Two white speechwriters, working for a Black politician, appropriating the rallying cry of a Mexican American woman and the frustrated idealism of the 1960s to win votes from a diverse Democratic Party electorate in 2008. It was a snapshot of how the party had been remade since the Kennedy presidency. Obama would go on to award Huerta the presidential medal of freedom.
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			Dolores Huerta’s speech can be read as an early chapter in the remaking of the Democratic Party from its largely white, New Deal–era composition. Her words foreshadowed many of the characteristics of the modern American left: protest politics, bottom-up community organization, boycott and divestment efforts, intersectionality among seemingly different causes, an insistence on reckoning with difficult aspects of American history, the organization of marginalized communities into interest groups, a more diverse American labor movement, a blending of working-class economic interests with the pursuit of equality within a multiracial democracy as a core objective of American politics. A direct line runs from Dolores Huerta’s words in the 1960s—you cannot pretend that we do not exist—to movements for Black Lives, LGBTQ rights, and immigrants in the 2020s.

			Yet that is only half the story of the decades that followed. In 1966, Ronald Reagan was elected governor of California. A genial face for a new brand of conservatism, Reagan opposed the UFW’s strike and boycott. At one point, he made a show of going on television to eat a bowl of grapes in solidarity with the growers. Indeed, Reagan’s governorship is the reason why the farmworkers had to wait until 1975 to finally achieve their objective of winning collective bargaining rights in California: It was only after Reagan left the governor’s mansion that such a bill would not be vetoed.[39]

			These opposing forces in California were indicative of the much larger competition between the left and right that has shaped American life since the 1960s. For in response to the movement-building of the 1960s, the American right reinvented itself as well. That reinvention mirrored what was happening on the left, as conservatives began to organize into disparate movements across the country, often against different types of political and social change: civil rights, labor, abortion, feminism, environmentalism, gun control, gay rights, immigration, and multiculturalism itself. This backlash peeled off the white working class from the Democratic Party, as the parties reinvented themselves in the long wake of the 1960s.

			The heart of the matter has been American identity itself. And as with movements on the left, conservative movements would ultimately become manifest in political leadership, beginning with Ronald Reagan.

		

	
		
			
				13.

				Ronald Reagan: 
God and Country
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				“I urge you to beware the temptation of pride—the temptation of blithely declaring yourselves above it all and label both sides equally at fault, to ignore the facts of history and the aggressive impulses of an evil empire, to simply call the arms race a giant misunderstanding and thereby remove yourself from the struggle between right and wrong and good and evil.”

			

			1983

			On March 8, 1983, Ronald Reagan was in Orlando to address the National Association of Evangelicals. It could have been just another constituency speech, a president parachuting into the annual meeting of a group that helped get him elected and could help him get reelected. But even at the time, before history and the propagandists had their way, something seismic was happening underneath the surface of that quotidian event.

			Orlando was deep in America’s ascendent Sunbelt, which stretched from Florida all the way to Southern California. The decades after World War II had seen a shift in the nation’s center of gravity. The advantages of the industrial Midwest and Northeast—rail lines, roads, and waterways—were eclipsed by airports, interstate highways, and long-haul trucking. Engines of industry like Detroit, Pittsburgh, and Buffalo lost their manufacturing clout and huge swaths of their population to a Sunbelt that offered the promise of fewer labor unions, proximity to superpower industries like defense and fossil fuels, and cheap immigrant labor in agriculture and construction. With the end of Jim Crow, you could also feel better about moving south while the politicians could focus more on attracting industry.

			Yet race continued to shape politics. The term “Sunbelt” was coined by Kevin Phillips, who argued that racial resentment among Southern whites would tip the region Republican.[1] The trend was briefly upended by Georgia governor Jimmy Carter in 1976, but his term only accelerated the rightward shift, as he struggled to keep his arms around energy shortages, inflation, international crises, and the post-1960s fights over American identity. Evangelicals were at the center of these debates. Throughout the 1970s, pastors became political powerhouses, mobilizing congregations and stitching them together into a nationwide movement while obliterating the walls between faith and politics. In 1980, evangelicals swung their support from Carter to Reagan, powering him to a landslide.

			Reagan blended unabashed religiosity with his disdain for the federal government, an adversary he shared with evangelical allies—a Godless bureaucracy in Washington encroaching upon states’ rights, family values, and a conservative, Christian way of life. American liberalism was a less-extreme version of what the Soviet enemy stood for in the Cold War: men taking the place of God through central planning. Christian conservatism, small-government Republicanism, and anti-Communism could all find a place under the same political umbrella—with New Deal and Great Society economics rendered secondary concerns to large parts of the white working class.

			So, Reagan had travelled to Orlando to speak not just to a constituency group, but to his geographic, political, and spiritual base. Nuclear fears were high, fueled by rising Cold War tensions and the exhaustion of living in the shadow of nuclear annihilation for decades. That same year, The Day After terrified Americans with its television movie portrayal of nuclear fallout. A nuclear-freeze movement was gaining momentum, and it cut against Reagan’s defense and Cold War strategies. In inviting Reagan to address the National Association of Evangelicals, its director, Robert P. Dugan, pointed out that evangelicals had not moved in the direction of nuclear freeze like the Catholics.[2] By appearing, Reagan could keep his base happy while shoring up a key bloc of support for his hawkish policies.

			Ronald Reagan was attentive to major speeches even as he was less engaged with other details of the presidency. For much of his career, he wrote his own remarks, including the hundreds of radio commentaries that sustained his political star in the 1970s. As president, he relied on speechwriters but infused his speeches with a disarming charm and folksy common sense—he could savage adversaries with a smile and make his vision sound preordained. His chief speechwriter for Orlando was Tony Dolan, a veteran of William F. Buckley’s National Review, which for decades had served as an intellectual hub for conservatism—a partnership that illustrated the merger of the conservative movement and the personality of Ronald Reagan.[3]

			The speech in Orlando is remembered for Reagan’s indictment of the Soviet Union as “an evil empire,” but that sells its full importance short. In remarks that covered patriotism, religion, abortion, anti-Washington sentiment, anti-secularism, and anti-Communism, Reagan knit together the disparate coalitions that converged under the Republican umbrella in the 1980s. It was a counter-revolution to 1960s liberalism, and a potent brand of identity politics that would slip beyond the grasp of establishment Republicans in the decades to come. Ironically, even the triumphalism over Reagan’s use of “evil empire” and the subsequent end of the Cold War reflected a base that chose to misinterpret their hero after he rode into the sunset: In the end, it was Reagan’s capacity for personal pragmatism—including the abandonment of the phrase “evil empire”—that helped bring the Cold War to an end. But the core of Reagan’s coalition would endure, with consequences that have touched every aspect of American life.
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			Along his winding road to the presidency, Ronald Reagan honed the skills and worldview that would make him such an effective conservative messenger. Born in pre–World War I northern Illinois, young Reagan bounced from town to town as his father struggled with the bottle. As a teenager, he spent long hours in the movie house coming of age along with the American movie industry, the engine of twentieth-century popular culture. He spent summers as a lifeguard and later claimed to have saved the lives of seventy-seven swimmers.[4] The number is almost surely inflated, but in retelling the story Reagan stayed true to a movie-house lesson: The myth is preferable to reality.

			While movies would shape his life, Reagan got his start in radio. He had been struck by the power of Franklin Roosevelt’s fireside chats. “His strong, gentle, confident voice,” Reagan recalled, “resonated across the nation with an eloquence that brought comfort and resilience to a nation caught up in a storm and reassured us that we could lick any problem.”[5] He got a job as a sports announcer, which included calling baseball games from afar. The telegraph wire reported the plays, and Reagan painted a word picture for the listeners at home. It was a skill that he perfected throughout his life: like Roosevelt, speaking directly to Americans about what was happening with an easy authority, breaking things down in ways they could understand.

			During a 1937 trip out West, Reagan took a screen test and landed a job as a working actor at Warner Brothers during the height of the studio system. He had a good run as a leading man in dozens of B-movies—the kind of romances, Westerns, and sports and war movies that fell short of high art but met Americans where they were. He did his World War II service stateside, making patriotic movies that testified to American military prowess. He wasn’t a war hero, but he played the part in films that cast servicemembers as uncomplicated men gladly serving a cause greater than themselves. War, like patriotism, was uncomplicated: black and white, good and evil.[6]

			Reagan found a new role as president of the Screen Actors Guild (SAG), which put him in the middle of negotiations between the studios and Washington’s rabid anti-Communists. In 1947, he testified in front of the House Committee on UnAmerican Activities (HUAC) and found the hearing room to be another appealing stage. He struck an effective middle ground that shaded conservative, paying tribute to American democracy while suggesting that Hollywood could police itself. Reagan was staunchly against Communism, viewing it as a foreign import of fifth columnists at odds with the American Dream. He sided with the studios when they blacklisted suspected leftists and became an informant for the FBI in California.[7] In the power structure of mid-twentieth-century America, it was only natural that someone like Reagan would inform for the FBI while someone like King would be a target for surveillance.

			By the early 1950s, the studios had moved on to fresher faces or actors with greater range. Reagan signed on to host the General Electric (GE) Theater television show, which allowed him into American households playing a variety of heroic and everyman roles for the small screen. He also travelled the country, speaking at every one of GE’s 139 plants as a kind of ambassador to the workforce. He learned about local concerns, met regional business leaders, and came to know the middle-class audience he’d been speaking to through radio, film, and television—the media that remade the performative aspect of politics in the twentieth century.

			On his own initiative, Reagan introduced political themes. His message expanded from the pro-business ethos of GE to advocacy for limited government and traditional values. He campaigned for Richard Nixon in 1960 only to see the candidate narrowly lose. Wary of Reagan’s increasing political profile, GE dropped him in 1962, leaving him at a crossroads: no longer a bankable actor, out of step with the Kennedy era’s glamorous liberalism.[8]

			Then a speech launched his political ascent. In 1964, the arch-conservative Arizonan Barry Goldwater seized the Republican nomination, alarming the party’s moderate, Northeastern establishment. Goldwater preached a gospel of small government, strong national defense, and social conservatism while opposing the Civil Rights Act under the guise of states’ rights. He did little to assuage concerns about his radicalism in a fiery speech at the Republican Convention, in which he proclaimed that “extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice.”[9] Young conservatives were energized—this wasn’t the country-club Republicanism of Eisenhower, the naked ambition of Nixon, or the civil-rights liberalism of Rockefeller. This was ideological, a Republican who stood for something. Most of the nation, attached to the Kennedy legacy, assured by Lyndon Johnson, and afraid of Goldwater’s hawkishness, felt otherwise.

			In the final days of the campaign, Goldwater turned to a fifty-three-year-old out-of-work actor to make his case. At a nationally televised event in Los Angeles, Reagan spoke to a few hundred supporters. His experience in radio, film, and television had prepared him to play the part of a conservative politician, while his anti-Communism and skepticism of government assured his authenticity. His delivery, unlike Goldwater’s, didn’t come across as angry even though his message was the same.[10] He explained things in simple terms: “A government can’t control the economy without controlling people.” He employed folksy idioms to mock redressing injustice. “We have so many people who can’t see a fat man standing beside a thin one without coming to the conclusion that the fat man got that way by taking advantage of the thin one.”[11] He had the presence of the all-American archetypes he had inhabited on screen, and the business-friendly patriotism of a salesman who spent years spreading the gospel of GE. The crowd went wild.

			Reagan’s conservatism found a willing audience in California as city blocks were burned to the ground in the Watts riots and universities became hotbeds of antiwar unrest. He ran for governor in 1966 decrying protests on the Berkeley campus: “Will we allow a great university to be brought to its knees by a noisy dissident minority?”[12] He parried attacks that he was extremist by lamenting the rise of hyphenated Americans and explaining that he opposed the Civil Rights Act because it told business owners what to do (in this case, to not discriminate). He promised tax cuts, less government, and to hold the line against ’60s radicalism. He won by more than a million votes.[13]

			In 1976, Reagan challenged President Gerald Ford for the Republican nomination from the right. The détente with the Soviet Union pursued by Nixon and Ford, he warned, was “a one-way street that simply gives the Soviets what they want with nothing in return.”[14] He opposed Ford’s negotiations to transfer the Panama Canal to Panamanian sovereignty. He lambasted government social programs and busing to integrate schools, winning a string of primaries in the South. Ford branded Reagan extreme and unprepared and narrowly beat him at the convention.[15] Neither the Republican Party nor the nation was quite ready for him; by 1980, that would change.
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			Throughout the 1970s, a disparate collection of right-wing thinkers, activists, and operatives built an infrastructure of movements and organizations that transformed American politics. What became known as the New Right harnessed discontent with the advances of liberalism while mimicking the organizing tactics of the left: The liberals might have won the battles of the 1960s, but conservatives were determined to win the war. With minority voters moving to Democrats and white Southerners moving away from them, the New Right saw an opportunity to remake the Republican Party through conservative policies and reactionary identity politics. To understand Reagan’s “evil empire” speech, you have to understand how these movements converged in his presidency.

			Take gender. The rise of feminism had generated seemingly unstoppable momentum for the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) to the Constitution, which codified equality of the sexes. Enter Phyllis Schlafly, who built a countermovement that turned feminist arguments inside out. Femininity itself was under assault. Submission to one’s husband was a duty and a privilege. The traditional family structure was being undone by Godless liberals. A charismatic and canny activist, Schlafly led bootcamps for organizers, spoke across the country, and called her opponents extremists. At the National Women’s Conference in Houston in 1977, Schlafly and her compatriots cast themselves as a resistance movement and seized on the convention’s liberal conclusions to turn defeat into victory: “The Women’s Lib movement sealed its own doom by deliberately hanging around its neck the albatross of abortion, lesbianism, pornography, and federal control.”[16] Schlafly won in the end: The ERA ultimately died awaiting ratification.

			Opposition to abortion had become a galvanizing force on the American right following the 1973 Roe v. Wade decision legalizing abortion nationally. To its opponents, the decision encouraged the excesses of the sexual revolution, removed men from decisions about pregnancy, and ignored a belief held by many Christians that life began at conception. In Roe’s wake, church leaders became more outspoken, with some condemning infanticide and genocide in apocalyptic terms. Conservatives began pushing for legislative restrictions on abortion and a pro-life litmus test for judicial appointments, which would ultimately remake the federal judiciary.

			Homosexuality was another mobilizing concern. In 1969, the modern gay rights movement began at the Stonewall Inn in Greenwich Village, when a group of LGBTQ patrons fought back against a police raid. Nascent efforts to advance gay rights were met by a fierce backlash. Conservative state legislatures started to pass laws imposing restrictions on LGBTQ lifestyles. Evangelical preachers inveighed against the immorality of homosexuality. San Francisco became a battleground for changing social norms, as the city’s first out gay elected official, Harvey Milk, was assassinated by a fellow member of the Board of Supervisors—a conservative former soldier and cop named Dan White. The city’s gay community reacted with mass marches and protests.[17]

			To conservatives, movements for feminism, abortion rights, and gay rights, on top of desegregation, represented a culture being transformed. This, they argued, had been enabled by a federal government committed to liberal social engineering since the civil-rights movement. All of this was about identity: Was America a composite nation protecting rights, or a Christian nation that protected a certain way of life? Reagan stepped into this breach with plain-spoken language that met evangelicals where their fears were. In a late-1970s interview with the televangelist Jim Bakker, Reagan mused: “Do you ever feel that if we don’t do it now, if we let this become another Sodom and Gomorrah, that we might be the generation that sees Armageddon?”[18] Many evangelicals did.

			Conservative fears over government overreach became manifest when Jimmy Carter’s Internal Revenue Service (IRS) considered rules that tied tax-exempt status for Christian schools to diversity requirements. Already, the government had forced integration through busing. Now, the government was coming into the classroom. Reagan warned that the IRS “threatens the destruction of religious freedom itself.”[19] The Reverend Jerry Falwell thundered, “I hope to see the day when, as in the early days of our country, we won’t have public schools. The churches will have taken them over again and Christians will be running them.”[20]

			Falwell was emblematic of a new generation of evangelical preachers. With the rise of megachurches, Christian publishing, and religious talk radio and television broadcasting, men like Falwell, Bakker, and Pat Robertson stoked grievances while offering a safe harbor for Americans who didn’t see themselves in the nation’s coarsening popular culture. Through the 1970s, these preachers came together at mass marches and smaller convenings. They turned their churches into a nationwide vehicle for political organizing and the assertion of a conservative, Christian, American identity. Rights, they insisted, did not come from government—they came from God.

			In the late 70s, Paul Weyrich—a pioneering New Right operative and founder of the Heritage Foundation—pitched these Christian leaders on becoming more overtly engaged in electoral politics. There was, he argued, a “moral majority” that could be built to win elections. Falwell jumped on the term and founded the Moral Majority in 1979—with a foundation, a lobbying arm, and a political action committee.[21] Falwell, together with other evangelicals, decided to make the 1980 election a test of their new strength.
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			While the Moral Majority saw liberalism as a threat to their way of life, big business saw a threat to their bottom line. The wealthy lamented the high corporate and capital gains taxes that paid for the Great Society. Fossil-fuel producers loathed environmental restrictions on drilling for oil and gas. CEOs pushed back against regulations pushed by consumer advocates. Banks wanted more room for maneuver. Meanwhile, free-market evangelists like Milton Friedman were mainstreaming an ideology of slashing taxes and regulations, corporate lobbying was on the rise, and organizations like the Heritage Foundation laundered big business interests through a populist, anti-government voice. Reagan captured this voice in terms that echoed his channeling of social-conservative grievances; in one radio commentary, he said consumer regulators “are really elitists who think they know better than you what’s good for you.”[22]

			The one area where conservatives did support an assertive federal government was national security. Here, too, the New Right challenged convention. Shortly after Carter’s election, a collection of neoconservatives and national security hawks formed the Committee on Present Danger (CPD) to warn Americans about a variety of threats. Chief among them was a fervent belief that the Soviet threat had increased under Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford—détente was self-defeating, Soviet aggression was on the march in Asia and Latin America, and military spending was insufficient. The negotiations to give up control of the Panama Canal, completed under Carter, became a fulcrum for this blend of jingoism and alarmism. There is no Panama Canal, they thundered. There is an American canal in Panama.[23]

			These were not just policy debates, this was about identity. How could America trust any negotiation with the Godless Communists? Hadn’t the liberals violated American honor by abandoning the Vietnam War? And now they wanted to give back the Panama Canal: marvel of American engineering, symbol of American empire? Weyrich helped bankroll Reagan in travelling the country as part of a “Panama Truth Squad.” When the treaty handing over the Canal passed the Senate, Reagan called it, “a very extreme case of ignoring the sentiment of the country.”[24]

			To the New Right, losing the canal was a body blow to national prestige. This worldview appeared to be validated through the Carter years, as Arab oil producers squeezed higher profits out of American consumers, the Iranian Revolution overthrew the Shah and took US Embassy personnel hostage, and the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan to prop up a Communist regime. Just as rapid social changes seemed existentially disorienting to conservatives at home, the disorder abroad represented a world spiraling out of control. America was being humiliated.

			In the aftermath of Watergate and the Carter election, approval ratings for the Republican Party had fallen as low as 20 percent.[25] But that collapse of the Republican establishment created an opening for a takeover of the party. The Moral Majority, free marketeers, and national-security hawks all had their own reasons for lamenting liberalism’s advances since 1960. Each supplied different ingredients to a right-wing backlash that gathered momentum through the 1970s. By 1980, Ronald Reagan was prepared to make the New Right mainstream.
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			As the 1980 Republican primaries began, Ronald Reagan’s main rival was the establishment standard-bearer, George H. W. Bush. In opposition, Reagan consolidated his right-wing base. He was endorsed by the National Right to Life Committee, pledging to appoint anti-abortion judges to the Supreme Court. He spoke at Bob Jones University, a Christian institution in South Carolina, defending its right to exclude Black students. He insisted that slashing taxes wouldn’t blast a hole in the deficit (“Voodoo economics,” Bush huffed). He railed against Carter’s proposed Strategic Arms Limitations Talks (SALT) treaty with the Soviets.

			He leavened this hardline approach with his amiable demeanor and optimism. “What is the common denominator of Americans?” he asked in speeches. “I believe it is a simple, single four-letter word. The word is hope.”[26] Reagan converted conservative ideology into a story of a simpler time of lost national greatness. His comforting patriotism contrasted with a chaotic world—blindfolded hostages paraded on TV by people burning American flags; lines for gasoline and prices through the roof; a diversifying society and a future that, to many voters, looked more uncertain than the past. The preamble to the Republican platform made use of a Reagan campaign slogan: “With God’s help, let us now, together, make America great again.”[27]

			Reagan’s 1980 Republican platform codified the party’s turn to the New Right. It revoked support for the ERA and supported a constitutional amendment against abortion. It promised to cut taxes and regulations. It pledged a harder line abroad. Accepting the nomination, Reagan assumed the role of strongman: “I will not stand by and watch this great country destroy itself under mediocre leadership that drifts from one crisis to the next, eroding our national will and purpose.” At the end, he said he was going off text in what was a pre-planned flourish for his evangelical base. “I’ll confess that I’ve been a little afraid to suggest what I’m going to suggest. I’m more afraid not to.” He paused, theatrically. “Can we begin our crusade joined together in a moment of silent prayer?”[28]

			Reagan also used dog whistles to signal a backlash not just against big government, but against the civil-rights movement which helped bring it about. He kicked off his general election campaign at the Neshoba County Fair in Mississippi, declaring, “I believe in states’ rights” just miles from where three civil-rights workers were murdered in 1964.[29] It was a play for white, Christian, Southern Democrats who had voted for Carter in 1976. And it was part of a broader battle over identity: One ad broadcast by Reagan supporters showed two gay men kissing as a voice declared, “Carter advocates acceptance of homosexuality. Ronald Reagan stands for the traditional American family.”[30] Reagan, however, did speak out in support of immigration. “Rather than talking about putting up a fence,” he argued early in the campaign, “why don’t we work out some recognition of our mutual problems and make it possible for them to come here legally with a work permit?” He wanted to “open the border both ways.”[31] That rightward turn still awaited.

			Reagan’s pro-immigrant message meshed with his vision of America as a City on the Hill. And Reagan wasn’t acting—he believed in America’s inherent goodness. He told the Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) that Vietnam was a noble cause. “We dishonor the memory of fifty thousand young Americans who died in that cause when we give way to guilt as if we were doing something shameful.”[32] He struck a similar note in his debate with Carter, recalling “the days when I was young and when this country didn’t even know it had a racial problem.”[33] This was Reagan’s earnest belief in American innocence, the virtue of those characters he’d played on film and television, what he wanted to go back to by making America great again. The time when we could at least believe that we had no race problem or did nothing wrong in a place like Vietnam.

			A white working class exhausted by inflation found a permission structure to embrace these appeals to cultural solidarity from a pro-business politician. Reagan improved upon Ford’s results with Democrats by more than 20 percentage points. He swept the Sunbelt, except for Carter’s home state of Georgia. Liberal lions of the Senate like George McGovern, Birch Bayh, and Frank Church were swept from office. So was the young governor of Arkansas, Bill Clinton, who internalized the lesson that big-government liberalism led to political failure. “In the present crisis, government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem,” he declared in his inaugural address. In a line that summed up the sense of defiance felt by so many of his aggrieved followers, Reagan insisted, “We have every right to dream heroic dreams.”[34]
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			The Cold War was a binding ingredient for Ronald Reagan’s politics. His anti-Communism appealed to a moral majority that distrusted Godless Communists, free marketeers who saw big-government liberalism as creeping socialism, and national-security hawks who wanted to confront the Soviet Union. That context for the early Reagan years is essential for understanding the importance of the speech Reagan delivered in Orlando.

			Shortly after taking office, Reagan spoke of the Soviet leadership in blunt new terms. “The only morality they recognize is what will further their cause, meaning they reserve unto themselves the right to commit any crime, to lie, to cheat.”[35] This was not détente. Reagan unleashed covert support for anti-Communists in Central America, Africa, and Asia (including right-wing death squads and the precursors to the Taliban). He ramped up defense spending, deployed intermediate-range nuclear missiles to Europe, and embraced the anti-Communist Solidarity movement in Poland.[36] He invited ordinary Americans to feel like they were part of it all with a dose of religiosity which made the Cold War more about identity than policy. Polish dissidents, he noted, lit candles in their windows; he urged Americans to do the same on Christmas Eve.[37]

			By the time he spoke to the National Association of Evangelicals in 1983, he had pushed through massive tax and spending cuts and his hawkish direction was established. But public opinion toward his foreign policy was ambivalent, and social issues had taken a back seat to his fiscal agenda. The first president to be elected by the newly organized evangelical community was greeted with a lengthy ovation as he took the stage. His thick brown hair was perfectly coifed; a neat pocket square adorned his breast. He took the measure of the crowd from behind the podium.[38] A familiar figure: authoritative, grandfatherly, at ease in his own skin and the powers of his position.

			Ronald Reagan 
Remarks at the Annual Convention 
of the 
National Association of Evangelicals

			March 8, 1983

			Orlando, Florida

			Reverend clergy all, Senator Hawkins, distinguished members of the Florida congressional delegation, and all of you: I can’t tell you how you have warmed my heart with your welcome. I’m delighted to be here today.

			Those of you in the National Association of Evangelicals are known for your spiritual and humanitarian work. And I would be especially remiss if I didn’t discharge right now one personal debt of gratitude. Thank you for your prayers. Nancy and I have felt their presence many times in many ways. And believe me, for us they’ve made all the difference.

			The other day in the East Room of the White House at a meeting there, someone asked me whether I was aware of all the people out there who were praying for the President. And I had to say, “Yes, I am. I’ve felt it. I believe in intercessionary prayer.’’ But I couldn’t help but say to that questioner after he’d asked the question that—or at least say to them that if sometimes when he was praying he got a busy signal, it was just me in there ahead of him.

			I think I understand how Abraham Lincoln felt when he said, “I have been driven many times to my knees by the overwhelming conviction that I had nowhere else to go.’’

			From the joy and the good feeling of this conference, I go to a political reception. Now, I don’t know why, but that bit of scheduling reminds me of a story which I’ll share with you. An evangelical minister and a politician arrived at Heaven’s gate one day together. And St. Peter, after doing all the necessary formalities, took them in hand to show them where their quarters would be. And he took them to a small, single room with a bed, a chair, and a table and said this was for the clergyman. And the politician was a little worried about what might be in store for him. And he couldn’t believe it then when St. Peter stopped in front of a beautiful mansion with lovely grounds, many servants, and told him that these would be his quarters. And he couldn’t help but ask, he said, “But wait, how—there’s something wrong—how do I get this mansion while that good and holy man only gets a single room?’’ And St. Peter said, “You have to understand how things are up here. We’ve got thousands and thousands of clergy. You’re the first politician who ever made it.’’

			But I don’t want to contribute to a stereotype. So, I tell you there are a great many God-fearing, dedicated, noble men and women in public life, present company included. And, yes, we need your help to keep us ever mindful of the ideas and the principles that brought us into the public arena in the first place.

			The basis of those ideals and principles is a commitment to freedom and personal liberty that, itself, is grounded in the much deeper realization that freedom prospers only where the blessings of God are avidly sought and humbly accepted.

			The American experiment in democracy rests on this insight. Its discovery was the great triumph of our Founding Fathers, voiced by William Penn when he said: “If we will not be governed by God, we must be governed by tyrants.’’ Explaining the inalienable rights of men, Jefferson said, “The God who gave us life, gave us liberty at the same time.’’ And it was George Washington who said that, “of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality are indispensable supports.’’ And finally, that shrewdest of all observers of American democracy, Alexis de Tocqueville, put it eloquently after he had gone on a search for the secret of America’s greatness and genius—and he said: “Not until I went into the churches of America and heard her pulpits aflame with righteousness did I understand the greatness and the genius of America…. America is good. And if America ever ceases to be good, America will cease to be great.’’

			Well, I’m pleased to be here today with you who are keeping America great by keeping her good. Only through your work and prayers and those of millions of others can we hope to survive this perilous century and keep alive this experiment in liberty, this last, best hope of man.

			I want you to know that this administration is motivated by a political philosophy that sees the greatness of America in you, her people, and in your families, churches, neighborhoods, communities—the institutions that foster and nourish values like concern for others and respect for the rule of law under God.

			Now, I don’t have to tell you that this puts us in opposition to, or at least out of step with, a prevailing attitude of many who have turned to a modern-day secularism, discarding the tried and time-tested values upon which our very civilization is based. No matter how well intentioned, their value system is radically different from that of most Americans. And while they proclaim that they’re freeing us from superstitions of the past, they’ve taken upon themselves the job of superintending us by government rule and regulation. Sometimes their voices are louder than ours, but they are not yet a majority.

			An example of that vocal superiority is evident in a controversy now going on in Washington. And since I’m involved, I’ve been waiting to hear from the parents of young America. How far are they willing to go in giving to government their prerogatives as parents?

			Let me state the case as briefly and simply as I can. An organization of citizens, sincerely motivated and deeply concerned about the increase in illegitimate births and abortions involving girls well below the age of consent, sometime ago established a nationwide network of clinics to offer help to these girls and, hopefully, alleviate this situation.

			Now, again, let me say, I do not fault their intent. However, in their well-intentioned effort, these clinics have decided to provide advice and birth control drugs and devices to underage girls without the knowledge of their parents. For some years now, the Federal Government has helped with funds to subsidize these clinics. In providing for this, the Congress decreed that every effort would be made to maximize parental participation.

			Nevertheless, the drugs and devices are prescribed without getting parental consent or giving notification after they’ve done so. Girls termed “sexually active’’—and that has replaced the word “promiscuous’’—are given this help in order to prevent illegitimate birth or abortion. Well, we have ordered clinics receiving Federal funds to notify the parents such help has been given.

			One of the Nation’s leading newspapers has created the term “squeal rule’’ in editorializing against us for doing this, and we’re being criticized for violating the privacy of young people. A judge has recently granted an injunction against an enforcement of our rule. I’ve watched TV panel shows discuss this issue, seen columnists pontificating on our error, but no one seems to mention morality as playing a part in the subject of sex.

			Is all of Judeo-Christian tradition wrong? Are we to believe that something so sacred can be looked upon as a purely physical thing with no potential for emotional and psychological harm? And isn’t it the parents’ right to give counsel and advice to keep their children from making mistakes that may affect their entire lives?

			Many of us in government would like to know what parents think about this intrusion in their family by government. We’re going to fight in the courts. The right of parents and the rights of family take precedence over those of Washington-based bureaucrats and social engineers.

			But the fight against parental notification is really only one example of many attempts to water down traditional values and even abrogate the original terms of American democracy. Freedom prospers when religion is vibrant and the rule of law under God is acknowledged.

			When our Founding Fathers passed the first amendment, they sought to protect churches from government interference. They never intended to construct a wall of hostility between government and the concept of religious belief itself.

			The evidence of this permeates our history and our government. The Declaration of Independence mentions the Supreme Being no less than four times. “In God We Trust’’ is engraved on our coinage. The Supreme Court opens its proceedings with a religious invocation. And the Members of Congress open their sessions with a prayer. I just happen to believe the schoolchildren of the United States are entitled to the same privileges as Supreme Court Justices and Congressmen.

			Last year, I sent the Congress a constitutional amendment to restore prayer to public schools. Already this session, there’s growing bipartisan support for the amendment, and I am calling on the Congress to act speedily to pass it and to let our children pray.

			Perhaps some of you read recently about the Lubbock school case, where a judge actually ruled that it was unconstitutional for a school district to give equal treatment to religious and nonreligious student groups, even when the group meetings were being held during the students’ own time. The first amendment never intended to require government to discriminate against religious speech.

			Senators Denton and Hatfield have proposed legislation in the Congress on the whole question of prohibiting discrimination against religious forms of student speech. Such legislation could go far to restore freedom of religious speech for public school students. And I hope the Congress considers these bills quickly. And with your help, I think it’s possible we could also get the constitutional amendment through the Congress this year.

			More than a decade ago, a Supreme Court decision literally wiped off the books of 50 States statutes protecting the rights of unborn children. Abortion on demand now takes the lives of up to 1 and a half million unborn children a year. Human life legislation ending this tragedy will some day pass the Congress, and you and I must never rest until it does. Unless and until it can be proven that the unborn child is not a living entity, then its right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness must be protected.

			You may remember that when abortion on demand began, many, and, indeed, I’m sure many of you, warned that the practice would lead to a decline in respect for human life, that the philosophical premises used to justify abortion on demand would ultimately be used to justify other attacks on the sacredness of human life—infanticide or mercy killing. Tragically enough, those warnings proved all too true. Only last year a court permitted the death by starvation of a handicapped infant.

			I have directed the Health and Human Services Department to make clear to every health care facility in the United States that the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 protects all handicapped persons against discrimination based on handicaps, including infants. And we have taken the further step of requiring that each and every recipient of Federal funds who provides health care services to infants must post and keep posted in a conspicuous place a notice stating that “discriminatory failure to feed and care for handicapped infants in this facility is prohibited by Federal law.’’ It also lists a twenty-four-hour, toll-free number so that nurses and others may report violations in time to save the infant’s life.

			In addition, recent legislation introduced in the Congress by Representative Henry Hyde of Illinois not only increases restrictions on publicly financed abortions, it also addresses this whole problem of infanticide. I urge the Congress to begin hearings and to adopt legislation that will protect the right of life to all children, including the disabled or handicapped.

			Now, I’m sure that you must get discouraged at times, but you’ve done better than you know, perhaps. There’s a great spiritual awakening in America, a renewal of the traditional values that have been the bedrock of America’s goodness and greatness. One recent survey by a Washington-based research council concluded that Americans were far more religious than the people of other nations; 95 percent of those surveyed expressed a belief in God and a huge majority believed the Ten Commandments had real meaning in their lives. And another study has found that an overwhelming majority of Americans disapprove of adultery, teenage sex, pornography, abortion, and hard drugs. And this same study showed a deep reverence for the importance of family ties and religious belief.

			I think the items that we’ve discussed here today must be a key part of the Nation’s political agenda. For the first time the Congress is openly and seriously debating and dealing with the prayer and abortion issues—and that’s enormous progress right there. I repeat: America is in the midst of a spiritual awakening and a moral renewal. And with your Biblical keynote, I say today, “Yes, let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream.’’

			Now, obviously, much of this new political and social consensus I’ve talked about is based on a positive view of American history, one that takes pride in our country’s accomplishments and record. But we must never forget that no government schemes are going to perfect man. We know that living in this world means dealing with what philosophers would call the phenomenology of evil or, as theologians would put it, the doctrine of sin.

			There is sin and evil in the world, and we’re enjoined by Scripture and the Lord Jesus to oppose it with all our might. Our nation, too, has a legacy of evil with which it must deal. The glory of this land has been its capacity for transcending the moral evils of our past. For example, the long struggle of minority citizens for equal rights, once a source of disunity and civil war, is now a point of pride for all Americans. We must never go back. There is no room for racism, anti-Semitism, or other forms of ethnic and racial hatred in this country.

			I know that you’ve been horrified, as have I, by the resurgence of some hate groups preaching bigotry and prejudice. Use the mighty voice of your pulpits and the powerful standing of your churches to denounce and isolate these hate groups in our midst. The commandment given us is clear and simple: “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.’’

			But whatever sad episodes exist in our past, any objective observer must hold a positive view of American history, a history that has been the story of hopes fulfilled and dreams made into reality. Especially in this century, America has kept alight the torch of freedom, but not just for ourselves but for millions of others around the world.[39]

			

			—

			For a speech remembered for its warning about an “evil empire,” the first two thirds showcased Reagan’s ability to pull a right-wing agenda into the mainstream. By speaking on behalf of America’s founders, he indulged in revisionism. While Reagan assembled quotes to paint the founders as motivated by Christianity, the reality was more complex: Many, like Jefferson and Franklin, were deists or skeptics, and the Constitution makes no mention of God. Recall Franklin’s edit to the Declaration of Independence—“we hold these truths to be self-evident” rather than “sacred.” But in Reagan’s idealization of the past, the myth was preferable to reality.

			Modern American conservatives, like their McCarthy-era predecessors, have always needed an enemy. Reagan cast it as “modern-day secularism” in the form of “government rule and regulation.” He went out of his way to describe his adversaries as “well-intentioned” which put a genteel sheen on his hard-edged message. But it was still a battle with secularists and bureaucrats whose “value system is radically different from that of most Americans.” Opposition to that values-system led to his agenda. Underage girls forced to notify parents to receive reproductive health care. No federal funding for abortion. “Human life legislation” to end “abortion on demand.” A Constitutional amendment to allow prayer in public schools. A prohibition on “infanticide or mercy killing.” There was, at times, a meanness, but it was usually done in casual asides (“Girls termed ‘sexually active’—and that has replaced the word ‘promiscuous’ ”). But Reagan’s tone was incredulous that anyone could disagree with this simple morality (“Is all of Judeo-Christian tradition wrong?”). The crowd rewarded him with raucous ovations.

			Reagan was not a pugilistic culture warrior, but he struck an uncomfortable note when this opponent of the Civil Rights Act echoed the words of Martin Luther King: “With your biblical keynote, I say today, ‘Yes, let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream.’ ” King was issuing a jeremiad against racial injustice, not abortion or the absence of school prayer. Yet claiming King’s legacy would become a regular feature of conservative politics in the Reagan years. Hadn’t King been for a color-blind society?

			Reagan then called racism and anti-Semitism evils that must be left behind and condemned the right-wing hate groups that were not yet welcomed into the Republican tent. Having dispensed with racialized hate as a thing of the past, Reagan transitioned to his contrast with the USSR by insisting “whatever sad episodes may exist in our past, any objective observer must hold a positive view of American history.” The same could not be said for the Soviet Union.

			And this brings me to my final point today. During my first press conference as President, in answer to a direct question, I pointed out that, as good Marxist-Leninists, the Soviet leaders have openly and publicly declared that the only morality they recognize is that which will further their cause, which is world revolution.

			I think I should point out I was only quoting Lenin, their guiding spirit, who said in 1920 that they repudiate all morality that proceeds from supernatural ideas—that’s their name for religion—or ideas that are outside class conceptions. Morality is entirely subordinate to the interests of class war. And everything is moral that is necessary for the annihilation of the old, exploiting social order and for uniting the proletariat.

			Well, I think the refusal of many influential people to accept this elementary fact of Soviet doctrine illustrates an historical reluctance to see totalitarian powers for what they are. We saw this phenomenon in the 1930’s. We see it too often today.

			This doesn’t mean we should isolate ourselves and refuse to seek an understanding with them. I intend to do everything I can to persuade them of our peaceful intent, to remind them that it was the West that refused to use its nuclear monopoly in the forties and fifties for territorial gain and which now proposes a fifty-percent cut in strategic ballistic missiles and the elimination of an entire class of land-based, intermediate-range nuclear missiles.

			At the same time, however, they must be made to understand we will never compromise our principles and standards. We will never give away our freedom. We will never abandon our belief in God.

			And we will never stop searching for a genuine peace. But we can assure none of these things America stands for through the so-called nuclear freeze solutions proposed by some. The truth is that a freeze now would be a very dangerous fraud, for that is merely the illusion of peace. The reality is that we must find peace through strength.

			I would agree to a freeze if only we could freeze the Soviets’ global desires. A freeze at current levels of weapons would remove any incentive for the Soviets to negotiate seriously in Geneva and virtually end our chances to achieve the major arms reductions which we have proposed. Instead, they would achieve their objectives through the freeze.

			A freeze would reward the Soviet Union for its enormous and unparalleled military buildup. It would prevent the essential and long overdue modernization of United States and allied defenses and would leave our aging forces increasingly vulnerable. And an honest freeze would require extensive prior negotiations on the systems and numbers to be limited and on the measures to ensure effective verification and compliance. And the kind of a freeze that has been suggested would be virtually impossible to verify. Such a major effort would divert us completely from our current negotiations on achieving substantial reductions.

			A number of years ago, I heard a young father, a very prominent young man in the entertainment world, addressing a tremendous gathering in California. It was during the time of the Cold War, and communism and our own way of life were very much on people’s minds. And he was speaking to that subject. And suddenly, though, I heard him saying, “I love my little girls more than anything—’’ And I said to myself, “Oh, no, don’t. You can’t—don’t say that.’’ But I had underestimated him. He went on: “I would rather see my little girls die now, still believing in God, than have them grow up under communism and one day die no longer believing in God.’’

			There were thousands of young people in that audience. They came to their feet with shouts of joy. They had instantly recognized the profound truth in what he had said, with regard to the physical and the soul and what was truly important.

			Yes, let us pray for the salvation of all of those who live in that totalitarian darkness—pray they will discover the joy of knowing God. But until they do, let us be aware that while they preach the supremacy of the state, declare its omnipotence over individual man, and predict its eventual domination of all peoples on the Earth, they are the focus of evil in the modern world.

			It was C. S. Lewis who, in his unforgettable “Screwtape Letters,’’ wrote: “The greatest evil is not done now in those sordid ‘dens of crime’ that Dickens loved to paint. It is not even done in concentration camps and labor camps. In those we see its final result. But it is conceived and ordered (moved, seconded, carried and minuted) in clear, carpeted, warmed, and well-lighted offices, by quiet men with white collars and cut fingernails and smooth-shaven cheeks who do not need to raise their voice.’’

			Well, because these “quiet men’’ do not “raise their voices,’’ because they sometimes speak in soothing tones of brotherhood and peace, because, like other dictators before them, they’re always making “their final territorial demand,’’ some would have us accept them at their word and accommodate ourselves to their aggressive impulses. But if history teaches anything, it teaches that simple-minded appeasement or wishful thinking about our adversaries is folly. It means the betrayal of our past, the squandering of our freedom. So, I urge you to speak out against those who would place the United States in a position of military and moral inferiority.

			You know, I’ve always believed that old Screwtape reserved his best efforts for those of you in the church. So, in your discussions of the nuclear freeze proposals, I urge you to beware the temptation of pride—the temptation of blithely declaring yourselves above it all and label both sides equally at fault, to ignore the facts of history and the aggressive impulses of an evil empire, to simply call the arms race a giant misunderstanding and thereby remove yourself from the struggle between right and wrong and good and evil.

			I ask you to resist the attempts of those who would have you withhold your support for our efforts, this administration’s efforts, to keep America strong and free, while we negotiate real and verifiable reductions in the world’s nuclear arsenals and one day, with God’s help, their total elimination.

			While America’s military strength is important, let me add here that I’ve always maintained that the struggle now going on for the world will never be decided by bombs or rockets, by armies or military might. The real crisis we face today is a spiritual one; at root, it is a test of moral will and faith.

			Whittaker Chambers, the man whose own religious conversion made him a witness to one of the terrible traumas of our time, the Hiss-Chambers case, wrote that the crisis of the Western World exists to the degree in which the West is indifferent to God, the degree to which it collaborates in communism’s attempt to make man stand alone without God. And then he said, for Marxism-Leninism is actually the second oldest faith, first proclaimed in the Garden of Eden with the words of temptation, “Ye shall be as gods.’’ The Western World can answer this challenge, he wrote, “but only provided that its faith in God and the freedom He enjoins is as great as communism’s faith in Man.’’

			I believe we shall rise to the challenge. I believe that communism is another sad, bizarre chapter in human history whose last pages even now are being written. I believe this because the source of our strength in the quest for human freedom is not material, but spiritual. And because it knows no limitation, it must terrify and ultimately triumph over those who would enslave their fellow man. For in the words of Isaiah: “He giveth power to the faint; and to them that have no might He increased strength…. But they that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run, and not be weary….”

			Yes, change your world. One of our Founding Fathers, Thomas Paine, said, “We have it within our power to begin the world over again.” We can do it, doing together what no one church could do by itself.

			God bless you, and thank you very much.[40]

			

			—

			The initial response to Reagan’s speech included some nervous complaints from liberal commentators in the United States. In Moscow, the Soviets had grown accustomed to reacting angrily to Reagan’s bellicose anti-Communism. American conservatives loved it.[41]
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			While the “evil empire” speech would be remembered for its Cold War context, its larger importance can be seen in the transformation of the Republican Party. Through his words, Ronald Reagan wove together a coalition of Christian evangelicals, anti-government conservatives, and national-security hawks under the umbrella of a moralistic and nostalgic nationalism. He did so by embracing a form of identity politics that raised the stakes for disagreements at home and abroad.

			Reagan’s condemnation of the Soviets connected to the rest of his speech. America’s commitment to freedom was framed as emanating from its grounding in Christian values and rights that come from God. The Soviet denial of freedom was tied to its rejection of God and pursuit of world revolution, the rule of men. “The quest for human freedom is not material, but spiritual,” Reagan said, rejecting not just Marx and Lenin, but also those who saw the conflict with the Soviets as anchored in differing systems. Whereas Kennedy linked the protection of freedom—through civil rights—at home to the political confrontation abroad, Reagan linked the pursuit of Christian values at home to the confrontation abroad. And whereas capitalists discredited the Soviet system by pointing to the failure of Communism to generate wealth, Reagan—despite being a Milton Friedman acolyte himself—pointed to the more existential failure of Communism to accept God. “They repudiate all morality that proceeds from supernatural ideas,” Reagan lamented, “that’s their name for religion.”

			Having separated the Cold War from a dispute over politics and economics, Reagan appealed to his audience’s deepest beliefs. In a jarring statement, Reagan even quoted an unnamed entertainment luminary in saying, “I would rather see my little girls die now, still believing in God, than have them grow up under communism and one day die no longer believing in God.” This was not a foreign policy speech; it was a speech about identity, and it prioritized Christianity over all else—even, in this case, the lives of children.

			While Reagan reserved his most bellicose language for the Soviet enemy, he constructed an argument that could encompass the much-loathed federal bureaucrats at home whom he spent a good chunk of his speech attacking. This spoke to the deep distrust that the Moral Majority had of the US government—their resentment at being ordered to desegregate their schools; their outrage at social engineering by the administrative state; their revulsion at the changes wrought in the 1960s, from the civil-rights movement to the sexual revolution. “Let us be aware that while they preach the supremacy of the state,” Reagan said of the Soviets, “declare its omnipotence over individual man, and predict its eventual domination of all peoples on the Earth, they are the focus of evil in the modern world.” Reagan put a genial face on this worldview when talking about secularists within the United States. Yet in the hands of more pugilistic leaders, this condemnation of the Soviets as “evil” could be directed at the administrative state at home—people who believed that the rights of Americans emanated from laws, not God.

			Reagan’s moralism tapped into a deeply rooted belief that Americans were chosen people, God’s chosen people. Here was the history of the city on a hill and the Christian missionaries who met Red Jacket, the mythology of the “Lost Cause” and the invocation of Vietnam as a “noble cause.” The enemy wasn’t just the Soviets; it was the American liberals who were too hung up on America’s sins to see how our strength, our virtue, our identity was tied up with the nature of who and what we opposed; the bureaucrats who didn’t see that outlawing abortion and embracing school prayer were part of fighting Communism, too. Even in Reagan’s genial voice, there was an Us (conservatives) versus Them (big-government liberals) at home and an Us (America) versus Them (Soviets) abroad. American exceptionalism was about choosing the right side at home and vanquishing the enemy abroad.

			Through this blend of moralism and sophisticated argumentation, Reagan’s words created a shared American identity, a Republican Party that saw the stakes in American politics as existential.
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			Ronald Reagan’s hawkish and xenophobic successors have spent a lot of time mythologizing the moral clarity of his speech as a decisive blow in the Cold War. Through the force of his words, they argue, Reagan shook the Soviet system, set a maximalist aim of victory, and unleashed the moral force of the United States.

			Yet the Cold War’s end owes more to Reagan’s pragmatism than his invocation of good and evil. In 1985, less than two months after Reagan was inaugurated for a second time, Mikhail Gorbachev took over as General Secretary of the Communist Party. “The USSR has never intended to fight the United States and does not have such intentions now,” he told George H. W. Bush at the funeral of his predecessor, Konstantin Chernenko.[42] The message resonated with Reagan. He had been wrestling with his own horror at the prospect of nuclear war. He was sobered by sitting at the head of the table as some of his military advisors reflected the hardline views that he himself had espoused. “There were still some people at the Pentagon who claimed a nuclear war was ‘winnable,’ ” Reagan later wrote. “I thought they were crazy.”[43]

			Reagan developed a capacity to see the United States through the eyes of its adversary. “The more experience I had with Soviet leaders and other heads of state who knew them,” he later wrote, “the more I began to realize that many Soviet officials feared us not only as adversaries but as potential aggressors.”[44] Meanwhile, Gorbachev reformed the Soviet system for reasons that had nothing to do with the rhetoric of moral clarity. The economy was moribund. A 1986 nuclear meltdown in Chernobyl—and the dishonest government response—was a body blow to the political system. A globalizing world risked leaving a closed economy behind. A globalizing culture threatened to penetrate a closed society.[45]

			In response, Gorbachev initiated the policies of perestroika and glasnost, a loosening of restrictions on commerce and dissent. His nuclear diplomacy with the United States bought him time and space with his own hardliners.[46] Reagan’s openness to deep cuts in America’s nuclear arsenal alarmed his hawkish supporters and some in his own government. CIA official Robert Gates reflected an intelligence community that dismissed Gorbachev’s reforms: “He changed the tone and the face of Soviet foreign policy, but not the substance.”[47] Reagan’s neoconservative allies from the Committee on Present Danger thundered about appeasement.

			Yet Reagan and Gorbachev negotiated a ban on the deployment of intermediate-range weapons. The INF Treaty was celebrated at a summit in Washington, even as it was vigorously opposed by the right wing of the Republican Party. At the summit, Gorbachev manifested the thaw in relations by stepping out of his motorcade to greet pedestrians near the White House. Reagan doubled down on this faith in personal diplomacy.[48] In 1988, he visited Moscow. Mimicking Gorbachev’s gesture, Reagan mingled with Russians outside the Kremlin. “Do you think you’re in an evil empire?” a reporter called out. “No,” Reagan replied. “I was talking about another time and era.”[49]

			Ronald Reagan understood that his speech served a political purpose at a certain moment in time. When circumstances changed, so did his policies. By his second term, the Soviet economy was exhausted, the Soviet system was discredited, and the Soviet leader was willing to respond to this reality by loosening his grip. If Reagan had not shifted course in response, history would have been different. Yet some of the same right-wing forces that opposed the pragmatism of Reagan’s second-term Soviet policy burnished his legacy as a man who won the Cold War through the moral clarity of saying “evil empire.” This suited their interests in sustaining the basis for their political coalition: that mixture of Evangelicals, free marketeers, and hawks linked by a shared sense of American identity. It also cast their political opponents as weak, immoral believers in the failed logic of statism and détente—as something less than fully American. Reality was more complex. But like the Reagan they lionized, many conservatives chose the myth over reality, plowing the ground for ever-more right-wing manifestations of their coalition.
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			Ronald Reagan understood that the presidency is about serving as the nation’s narrator, that authoritative voice that makes us feel like the best version of ourselves. His capacity to speak directly to Americans trying to make sense of where the twentieth century had taken them transferred a sense of authenticity and morality to the Republican Party, making it an exemplar of a certain kind of American identity: white, Christian, patriotic yet suspicious of government.

			This was a counter-revolution to 1960s liberalism which reverberates to this day. His deep spending cuts hit hard for schools, public housing, and food stamps. He slashed tax rates for corporations and the wealthy, which ignited an explosion in wealth inequality that continues unabated and the movement of the economy in the direction of financial capitalism—with fortunes created on screens more than factories. The winners included fossil fuel companies that had invested in Reagan’s campaign and pushed for weak environmental regulations. The courts shifted to the right, as Reagan generally made good on his promises to appoint judges in line with his Christian, socially conservative base.

			Yet Reagan’s embrace of Gorbachev wasn’t his only break from emerging conservative orthodoxy. In 1986, he signed an immigration reform bill that offered a pathway to legal status for undocumented people in the United States. “The legalization provisions in this act will go far to improve the lives of a class of individuals who now must hide in the shadows, without access to many of the benefits of a free and open society,” Reagan said. “Very soon many of these men and women will be able to step into the sunlight and, ultimately, if they choose, they may become Americans.”[50] His uncomplicated faith in American exceptionalism made this position feel natural, even if there was a harder edge to much of the rest of his presidency.

			The resonance of the “evil empire” to Reagan’s Republican heirs reflected an innate desire for an adversary standing in opposition to an inherently correct core of American identity represented by the conservative movement. Abroad it may have been Soviet, but at home it was liberal, secular, multicultural, and bureaucratic. With the disappearance of the enemy abroad, the defeat of the enemy within would become the animating purpose of the movement that Reagan knit together through words.

		

	
		
			
				14.

				Barack Obama: 
Breaking the Racial Stalemate
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				“This is where we are right now. It’s a racial stalemate we’ve been stuck in for years.”

			

			2008

			In mid-March of 2008, the presidential campaign of Barack Obama was losing altitude. It began with an ABC News story about the sermons of the Reverend Jeremiah Wright. “Sen. Barack Obama’s pastor,” it opened, “says blacks should not sing ‘God Bless America’ but ‘God damn America.’ ” On video, it was worse: “The government gives them drugs,” Wright thundered, “builds bigger prisons, passes a three-strike law and then wants us to sing ‘God Bless America.’ No, no, no, God damn America! That’s in the Bible for killing innocent people!” The footage of Wright delivering a sermon after 9/11 clanged against the self-regarding patriotism of the War on Terror: “We have supported terrorism against the Palestinians and the Black South Africans and now we are indignant because the stuff we have done overseas is now brought right back into our own front yards. America’s chickens are coming home! To roost!”[1]

			Obama had started 2007 far behind Hillary Clinton. But through months of campaigning in the nearly all-white state of Iowa, he convinced enough voters that he could be more trusted to bring about change than Clinton, the candidate of the establishment. Democrats were angry about the catastrophic Iraq War, which Clinton had voted for in the Senate and which became emblematic of a party that seemed willing to capitulate to belligerent Republicans. Obama’s youth, race, and charisma marked him as different—the future, where Clinton represented the past.

			After Obama won a decisive victory in the Iowa caucus, Clinton proved a resilient antagonist, consolidating her advantage among older, white voters that offset Obama’s strength with minorities and younger whites. Still, Obama inched ahead as each of his victories was accompanied by a soaring speech, contributions from small donors poured in, and the campaign acquired the cultural relevance of a phenomenon. Crowds grew larger. Celebrities made videos reciting Obama’s words. The Kennedy family endorsed him, as Teddy Kennedy recalled his dead brother in roaring that the nation needed “a new generation of leadership.”[2] I was an Obama speechwriter and foreign policy advisor, and it was a dizzying time to be young and along for the ride, my best hopes about America and my own life confirmed on a seemingly hourly basis.

			Then came the imbroglio over Reverend Wright. Until that ABC News story broke, Obama’s opponents had struggled to define him as out of the mainstream. But in the strange brew of American politics at the time, when associations mattered a lot and raw conversations about race took place off-camera, the videos of these sermons felt disqualifying. Wright had married the Obamas, baptized their kids, and supplied the title of Obama’s last book: The Audacity of Hope. How could Obama credibly distance himself from that?

			At first, there was a sense of paralysis on the campaign. Obama repeated a formulation that referred to Wright as a kind of lovable but crazy uncle, which only accelerated the spiral. Pundits dismissed his words as insufficient. Critics raised questions about whether Obama was in attendance for the sermons. Some speculated about whether he’d need to drop out. I remember walking home late at night to my tiny studio apartment in the lingering chill of the late-Chicago winter, wondering whether the campaign was imploding under the weight of America’s racial past, the words of Jeremiah Wright echoing in my head: No, no, no, God damn America! That’s in the Bible…

			Over the past few months, I’d gotten to know Obama as a curious, confident, and somewhat eccentric forty-seven-year-old. He was equally at ease discussing post-colonial movements and NBA basketball. He joked about the absurdity of campaigning with the detached eye of a writer reporting on his own experience: how strange it was to go to Iowa to marvel at a life-sized cow made from butter, or to be forced to wear a flag lapel pin to prove his patriotism. He seemed more at ease with younger staff—less because of our youth than because we were still relatively normal compared to people who had spent decades in the disingenuous world of American politics.

			Yet there was a wall around the personal life that the Obamas had built for their family on the South Side of Chicago. His Black identity told through speeches was more political than personal: the legacy of the civil-rights movement and community organizing. Occasionally we’d get a glimpse at a deeper well of experience: When white commentators wondered if he was “black enough” to win Black voters, he quipped “I’m black enough when I try to hail a cab.” One time, during a rare pep talk to the Chicago campaign staff, he choked up when he said that we should remember that if he won, little Black boys and girls would see themselves differently.

			Those were exceptions. I was a speechwriter whose job required me to live inside Obama’s head, to understand his worldview. Truth be told, though, I had no idea how he really thought and felt about America’s racial dynamics. Occasionally, advisors raised whether he should deliver what was short-handed as a “race speech”; each time, the idea was dismissed as a distraction at best and a danger at worst. But as the Wright controversy mushroomed, Obama decided to give a speech within a matter of days. Suddenly, the “race speech” was existential for the campaign.

			Jon Favreau, our talented and indefatigable twenty-five-year-old chief speechwriter, produced a draft after a lengthy conversation with Obama. Given the short timeline, there was little anyone else could do but offer nervous support. The day before Obama was slated to speak, Favreau showed us what he got back from Obama in response. Obama could be an engaged editor. Occasionally, when he really cared about a speech, you might get a handwritten page or two. But when Favreau called us over to his computer, we saw something different. Obama had largely kept Favreau’s elegant beginning and end, but had written the bulk of the speech—its beating heart—himself. There it was, page after page, in the red, underlined lettering of tracked changes. As my eyes scanned the text, I felt that familiar sense of being let into some inner sanctum, privy to the secret of what Obama was going to say.

			But there was something more. The words were not like any he had delivered. They were simultaneously more cerebral and more direct, deeply personal and still universal. The fact that they were there in red underlined text lent them an added intimacy: Did he have a middle-aged man’s lack of facility for accepting his own tracked changes, or had they simply come pouring out in some overnight burst of authenticity? I was, I felt, reading history before it happened, before Favreau clicked “accept” on these long chunks of text that were unlike anything I’d heard a politician say before. Obama was such a careful, disciplined, and—at times—remote person. These words lifted that veil and told us, and the wider world, why he was running for president.

			On March 18, just five days after the Wright sermons exploded into the campaign, Obama gave his race speech in Philadelphia. The venue was the National Constitution Center, across the street from where Benjamin Franklin rallied the founding fathers to embrace compromise. He was introduced by Harris Wofford, the John F. Kennedy aide who had intervened to get his boss to call Coretta Scott King in 1960. A few months earlier, I had worked with Wofford—an early supporter of Obama’s—on a speech about national service. To me, he was a kindly older man, a former Pennsylvania senator; in a sign of my own naïveté, I was unaware of the depth of his connection to the civil-rights movement that made my job possible.

			I watched the speech on a television in the campaign’s Chicago headquarters. The normally bustling, open office space was silent as Obama began to speak. For a moment, the improbability of everything washed over me—the ascendance of Barack Obama, his unusual background, and the idea of a Black presidential candidate giving a speech like this in the middle of a heated campaign which had subsumed my own identity. “We the people,” he began, quoting the Constitution, “in order to form a more perfect union.” I took a breath, stopped reading along with the text on my screen, and just watched the television.
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			Barack Obama’s biography was central to his message about America’s multiracial democracy. Through his retelling of his family’s story—the convergence of white middle-class Kansans and aspirational Kenyans in the distant American state of Hawaii—he cast himself as an underdog and an embodiment of the composite nation that Frederick Douglass foresaw.

			From its establishment, Kansas was a venue for battles about America’s future. It was settled by white supremacists who wanted to spread slavery and Free Soilers who wanted to stop it. Its vast plains were populated by deeply religious communities and spawned the populism of Mary Lease. Barack Obama’s mother, Stanley Anne Dunham, was born there to working-class parents with a streak of rebellion—her father, Stanley, had been kicked out of high school; her mother, Madelyn, had married him in secret when she was eighteen.[3]

			When World War II came, Stanley served in Europe while Madelyn worked on a Boeing assembly line, cogs in Roosevelt’s Arsenal of Democracy. After the war, they bounced around from state to state, including a stint in segregated Texas, where the racism repelled them.[4] They headed west, ending up in Hawaii, a place where people go to find a kind of paradise while leaving other things behind. He sold insurance; she worked at a bank. They were straightforward yet unconventional people who settled for middle-class American life on something approximating their own terms.

			Meanwhile, Kenya was a battleground about colonialism’s future, settled by the British who exploited the people and their resources. Hussein Onyango worked for the colonizers in several capacities—as a servant, a “house boy,” and as a cook for the British Army in colonial Burma during World War II. He adopted Islam and Western mannerisms, overlapping identities also at odds with each other. After the war, the British launched a brutal crackdown to suppress a revolution, detaining Kenyans in vast numbers and subjecting them to horrifying torture. Onyango, grandfather of an American president, was one of those detained.[5]

			This was the environment in which Barack Obama, Sr., came of age. Onyango, Obama later wrote, believed that “knowledge was the source of all the white man’s power, and he wanted to make sure that his son was as educated as any white man.”[6] So, Obama, Sr., excelled at Anglican school and made his way to Nairobi. There, a fellow Luo tribesman named Tom Mboya was recruiting a cadre of educated young people to lead Kenya into the future as civil servants, doctors, and engineers—a plan that led one British official to describe him as the African they feared most. Mboya travelled to America to raise funds to send these Kenyans to US universities, drawing support from Jackie Robinson, Harry Belafonte, and Sidney Poitier in the overlapping circles of support for the civil-rights movement and African liberation struggles.[7]

			This is how Barack Obama came to be. His father travelled to the University of Hawaii as part of Mboya’s airlift, a piece of Cold War policy that drew support from a US government wary of losing influence to the Soviets in Africa. There, he met eighteen-year-old Anne Dunham, who became pregnant. If we are the product of intergenerational ambitions and traumas, then Barack Obama was produced by a transitory union of people from the margins of power—simultaneously rebels and conformists, strivers buffeted by the direction of history and propelled by the pursuit of a future different from an unsatisfying present.

			Obama’s early years were a tumultuous time. Freedom riders were assaulted in Louisiana on the day he was born.[8] Before he was aware of global events, King gave his dream speech and Kennedy was assassinated; Kenya won independence and Mboya was assassinated. In the mid-1960s, young Barry Obama’s parents split up. He bounced around with his mother—to Washington state, back to Hawaii, and then to Indonesia, where he lived in a house with snakes and cockatoos in the backyard, played with neighborhood kids in a cemetery, and was teased as “blackberry Black Barry.”[9] Indonesia had also suffered recent political violence that killed hundreds of thousands after a United States–backed coup ousted its leftist independence hero, Suharto. But people were quiet about politics, pushing their trauma down.

			After a few years, Obama returned to Hawaii to live with his grandparents. He came of age in a multicultural setting that imbued people with the serenity that comes from being surrounded by ocean. He attended an elite prep school where he accessed privilege that was not fully available to him because of his racial identity and his family’s relatively modest resources. He was raised by white American grandparents with a Midwestern pragmatism forged out of the Great Depression and war, and a transient mother pursuing a vocation of anthropology and micro-finance. He connected to Black identity through its twentieth-century culture—on the basketball court, through the music of Stevie Wonder and the comedy of Richard Pryor, and the writings of W.E.B. Du Bois and James Baldwin.[10] Obama was, simultaneously, like everyone else and totally unique.

			For college, Obama chose Occidental College in Los Angeles. There, he fell in with an eclectic group of friends from different parts of the world and embraced the left-wing politics of the early Reagan years. He started to go by his given name of Barack instead of Barry. His first turn at political speaking was at a campus protest, insisting that the school divest from apartheid South Africa. “There’s a struggle going on,” he began haltingly, “a choice between dignity and servitude, between fairness and injustice.” Then, in a piece of protest theater, a group of white students dragged him off the stage.[11]

			A world away, in Kenya, his father was struggling. He had finished his studies at Harvard and returned to fulfill Mboya’s vision, but was undermined by a culture of corruption, tribal patronage, and his own self-destructiveness. A brilliant economist and capable technocrat, he did his part to help build Kenya’s tourism sector and economic plans, but various appointments reached dead ends. His marriages were disrupted by his absences, bouts of anger, and heavy drinking until his life ended in a one-car crash on a dark Nairobi night.[12]

			Obama got the news of his death in New York City, where he had moved to finish college at Columbia University. He was far from home, in pursuit of a firmer sense of his own identity. His life had been marked by the absence of his parents on top of the solidity of his Hawaiian upbringing—his parents in their own restless pursuits, and now his own process of self-invention. Always, he had the characteristics of a writer: floating above his own experiences and observing how they interacted with the wider society, scribbling notes in journals.

			At the height of the Reagan years, Obama moved to Chicago to become a community organizer. The vocation, and location, were conscious choices. He wanted to follow in the footsteps of young civil-rights organizers who had bent the arc of history. Chicago had been a laboratory of community organizing led by Saul Alinsky. It was also a fulcrum of Black American identity, with a deeply rooted community that had grown through the Great Migration out of the American South. In 1983, Chicago had also elected Harold Washington, a charismatic politician who had built a multiracial coalition to become the city’s first Black mayor.[13] It was a place where a young Barack Obama could learn a thing or two about who he was and where he was going.
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			Barack Obama began organizing in a Black neighborhood on the South Side, where he worked for a Jewish man named Jerry Kellman and with a collection of Catholic churches. His job required listening. He met with cops and hustlers, principals and students, Black pastors and white priests, local officials and the activists who pressured them. He collected stories from ordinary people, a habit that would later infuse his speeches.[14] He learned how to map a neighborhood’s concerns and power structure, following the Saul Alinsky maxim of community organizing: You must see the world as it is in order to pursue the world as you want it to be.[15]

			As an outsider with an unusual background, he also learned to tell his own story. He introduced himself to Black pastors with a succinct explanation of his identity that foreshadowed his political narrative: “I’ve got this funny accent because my mom is from Kansas and my dad was from Kenya.”[16] For the first time, he was living, working, and fully immersed in a Black community. He found a spiritual home at Trinity United Church of Christ, where Jeremiah Wright blended jeremiads against injustice, a progressive politics that welcomed gays, and a conservative message of Black empowerment and self-reliance.

			Despite the city’s racial divides, Obama noticed that organizers in white communities were dealing with the same problems of deindustrialization. Organizers fought to keep the steel mills open, but in an age of Reaganomics, it was a losing fight.[17] There were some small wins: securing benefits for laid-off workers, helping residents of the Ida B. Wells housing project begin the process of removing asbestos from their walls. But there was a limit to what could be accomplished when the game was so rigged. Harold Washington, on the other hand, had a different kind of power. His charismatic opposition to a corrupt system allowed him to build a coalition that propelled him to the mayoralty with a mandate for change. But even Washington was obstructed: The majority-white city council blocked his agenda at every turn, determined to make the city’s first Black leader a failed, one-term mayor.[18]

			Through it all, Obama drew lessons. Organizing could build a foundation for change, but it needed to be complemented by charismatic leadership and political office. A marginalized Black community needed a sense of solidarity, but it should pursue power within—not apart from—mainstream American politics. After obtaining this bottom-up education, Obama went to Harvard Law School, where he could learn the vocation of the law that had been so fundamental to progressive reforms while obtaining a view of America from within the incubator of its ruling class.

			At Harvard, Obama developed an approach to politics that filtered a progressive worldview through a style of conciliation. This allowed him to be elected editor of the Harvard Law Review with the support of conservative classmates while impressing liberal mentors. By the time he returned to Chicago, he was rooted in the city’s Black community and supported by a growing network of prominent (largely Jewish) Democrats. He settled in a Hyde Park neighborhood that mixed the Black working class with cosmopolitan white liberals. He taught Constitutional Law at the University of Chicago, situating the issues of the day in the broader sweep of American legal reform. He married Michelle Robinson, a woman with the innate authenticity of a Black Chicago middle-class background and an education to match his own. He wrote a memoir, Dreams from My Father, which doubled as an effort to assert control over his own identity, an explanation of how his background fit into America and the world.[19]

			For Obama’s speechwriters, Dreams was an indelible resource: a blueprint of his worldview and a wellspring of phrases that could be put into his speeches. One, which made its way into his first inaugural address, spoke of “choosing our better history”—sifting through elements of the fractured past to find the story that reflects the best in American identity. Another, which I repurposed for the end of his 2009 speech in Cairo, was the epiphany he described upon visiting his father’s grave for the first time as a young man, a recognition that would form the basis of a presidential campaign that doubled as a movement: “a faith born out of hardship, a faith that wasn’t new, that wasn’t Black or white or Christian or Muslim but that pulsed in the heart of the first African village and the first Kansas homestead—a faith in other people.”[20]
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			In 2004, eight years after he was elected to the Illinois state senate, Barack Obama won his party’s primary for the US Senate. “I’m rooted in the African American community,” he declared in his victory speech, “but not limited by it.”[21]

			Later that summer, Obama introduced himself to the country as the keynote speaker at the Democratic National Convention. His 2004 speech stands alongside Reagan’s 1964 speech as a rhetorical springboard from the margins of politics to its heights. In Obama’s case, it was the combination of his unique identity and a message that moved beyond debates that stretched back to the 1960s while building upon its liberal advances. “We worship an awesome God in the blue states,” Obama said, assuming a practiced cadence drawn from the Black church, “and we don’t like federal agents poking around our libraries in the red states. We coach Little League in the blue states and, yes, we’ve got some gay friends in the red states.”[22]

			The saturation of national media attention suggested that Obama’s multiracial appeal was different from that of previous Black politicians. Whereas Jesse Jackson had built national campaigns in 1984 and 1988, he was a civil-rights leader running on a moral critique of the system. Obama framed his politics as the system’s more hopeful evolution. He took the redemptive charisma of Black politics and channeled it into a more universal message, campaigning to enthusiastic crowds in downstate Illinois towns that had been hubs of Ku Klux Klan activity.

			When Obama launched his campaign for the presidency, he navigated the inherited advantages and disadvantages of his racial identity in twenty-first-century American politics. Jeremiah Wright had been scheduled to give the invocation at Obama’s announcement speech but risked becoming a distraction: One article reported on a Wright sermon in which he declared “racism is how this country was founded, and how this country is still run.” Fearing a focus on Wright’s sermons, Obama disinvited him from the event, distancing himself from the rawer edge of the prophetic Black church. Yet he echoed King, affirming his own decision to run by reminding his audience that “we’ve changed this country before,” and tying it to the civil-rights movement: “We heard a King’s call to let justice roll down like water, and righteousness like a mighty stream.”[23]

			To win, Obama needed a multiracial coalition that reflected his past assertion: “I’m rooted in the African American community but not limited by it.” A few weeks after announcing his candidacy, he tended to the roots by going to Brown Chapel in Selma, Alabama, on the anniversary of Bloody Sunday alongside John Lewis and other civil-rights leaders. Acknowledging his distance from lived experience of the movement, he quoted a different pastor from Trinity, Otis Moss, Jr., whose father had preached alongside King. “If there’s some folks out there who are questioning whether or not you should run,” Moss had written to Obama, “just tell them to look at the story of Joshua, because you’re part of the Joshua generation.”[24]

			It cast a metaphor for Black politics in spiritual terms: Moses led the Israelites to the promised land, Joshua finished the journey; the civil-rights generation did the same for Black Americans, and now Obama would take the next step. Obama globalized that message through his identity. No, he was not descended from Black Americans who suffered segregation, but he came from a background of Kenyans who had suffered the related indignity of racial colonization. The civil-rights movement, he said, “sent a shout across oceans so that my grandfather began to imagine something different for his son.”[25]

			Through his campaign, Obama extended the legacy of the civil-rights movement to all the nation’s people and challenges. He quoted King by saying he was running because of “the fierce urgency of now.” But while King was referring to direct action against segregation, Obama applied the fierce urgency of now to ending the war in Iraq, universal health care, the climate crisis, and beating back the influence of specials interests. He was making the underdog story of the American experience into a universal story for a multiracial audience frustrated with the excesses of the Clinton and Bush years. His message propelled him to victory in the nearly all-white Iowa caucus and with a large Black electorate in South Carolina. An “Obama coalition” came into focus, anchored in Black voters and younger or more liberal whites.

			Privately, Obama used to tell us that he was the last person who believed that his campaign could somehow put an end to racism in America. Yet in the early days of social media, much of the racism directed at Obama himself lurked in the more obscure corners of the internet—on message boards and forwarded emails that suggested that he was less American or not American at all. When Wright’s sermons were repeated in a loop on television and talk radio, race was thrust into the center of the campaign in the most incendiary way possible. To survive the controversy, Obama had to abandon the airbrushed version of his biography and speak directly to America’s fractures without losing the campaign, or himself, in the process.

			Barack Obama 
A More Perfect Union

			March 18, 2008

			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 its 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 struggles, 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 presidential 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 president 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—toward a better future for our 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 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 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 of candidates. 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.[26]

			

			—

			Obama began by casting his unlikely campaign as a logical extension of American history. He revisited the same compromises that Benjamin Franklin heralded with the observation that the Constitution as signed was “unfinished”—above all, because of slavery. Like Franklin and Frederick Douglass, Obama found the answer to the Constitution’s shortcomings in the document itself: It wasn’t a fixed destination but rather a blueprint to pursue a “more perfect union” by revisiting compromises, correcting wrongs, and extending rights to more people.

			That notion of an evolving Constitution and national identity was not something that could be taken for granted. Instead, Obama situated his campaign in the tradition of American movements that forced the country to live up to its aspirational story “through protests and struggles, on the streets and in the courts, through a civil war and civil disobedience.” Thus, a campaign for the presidency—the highest manifestation of American power—was cast as emerging from the outsiders and agitators who challenged it.

			As he often did, Obama used his biography to highlight the extent to which the United States was a multiracial democracy capable of changing over time. He, like the nation, encompassed different races and ethnicities; privilege and poverty; immigrants and the native-born; the powerful and the powerless. It was a simple, evocative shortcut for Obama that allowed him to talk about progress as something positive rather than as a rebuke of the nation for its sins. This was central to his ability to appeal to people who did not want to be told that the country was racist or unjust. Obama didn’t start the conversation by castigating the nation’s flaws. Instead, he focused on its capacity for positive change: This country is so great that it can keep getting better, as evidenced by the fact that someone like him could even run for the presidency.

			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 this 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 single 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, 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, and that rightly offend white and black alike.

			I have already condemned, in unequivocal terms, the statements of Reverend Wright that have caused such controversy and, in some cases, pain. 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 the 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 efforts 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.

			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 sets and YouTube, 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 United States Marine; who has studied and lectured at some of the finest universities and seminaries in the country, and who for over thirty years has 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 describe 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 stories, my story. The blood that 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 meaning 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 and clapping and 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 biases that make up the black experience in America.

			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 disown 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 her by 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 part of America, this country that I love.[27]

			

			—

			Obama positioned himself as a reasonable and honest voice set against the distortions that come from the naïve or the extreme—a habit that led him to construct straw men in his speeches which he then cast aside. Here, he named and dismissed the notion of “wide-eyed liberals who want to purchase racial reconciliation on the cheap” as well as the racialized criticisms of Wright. But he also responded to questions being raised in the media: Yes, he had witnessed sermons like the ones airing in a loop on television. This opened a door for him to enter a deeper form of truth-telling, one that went beyond the more trivial inquiries of American political punditry.

			To get there, he trudged through some perfunctory condemnations of Wright’s rhetoric. But then he began to offer what is often missing in American political discourse: context. Wright, like any person, was filled with contradictions—a Marine and a critic of American militarism; a militant and a source of community; a man capable of bigotry and love. In all his contradictions, Wright encompassed the complexity of the Black church itself. What Obama was describing was the Black prophetic tradition, which could produce voices as different as Maria Stewart and Martin Luther King, a tradition that located American exceptionalism in the experience of the oppressed. For many white Americans, this was unfamiliar terrain. For Obama, it was part of the journey from outsider to insider, from Black church parishioner to the pulpit of a politician.

			This context allowed Obama to reach what many people took to be the heart of the speech, a passage that was both bracing and simple. “I can no more disown him than I can disown the black community,” he said of Wright. “I can no more disown him than I can disown my white grandmother.” Up to that point, Obama’s biography had been a vehicle for uplift: a narrative of improbable success and a multiracial family living the American Dream. Now, it became a mirror, showing Americans their own entanglements with race, not just their aspirations beyond it—the casual racism of his white grandmother juxtaposed with the performative anger of Wright. Why should he disown his Black pastor and not his white grandmother when both were capable of bigotry? He was betting that anyone in the audience knew that their own families possessed the same complexity, the same capacity for love and hate, as the people in Obama’s life. Having established that context, he pivoted back to Wright.

			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 to do 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 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 not yet made 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 between the African-American community and the larger American community today can be traced directly 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 the fire department—meant that black families could not amass any meaningful wealth to bequeath to future generations. That history helps explain the wealth and income gap between blacks and whites, and the concentrated pockets of poverty that persist 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 pickup, building code enforcement—all helped create a cycle of violence, blight and neglect that continues 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 ’50s and early ’60s, 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 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.

			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 the beauty shop 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 of 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 within the African-American community 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 handed them anything. They built it from scratch. They’ve worked hard all their lives, many times only to see their jobs shipped overseas or their pensions dumped after a lifetime of labor. They are anxious about their futures, and they feel their dreams slipping away. And in an era of stagnant wages and 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 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.[28]

			

			—

			Most Obama speeches had a simple formula. He didn’t just tell you what he wanted to do. Instead, he told you the history of a particular issue. Then he would describe the moment we were facing, and the various ways that we could respond. Only then would he pivot to what we should do. As with Franklin Roosevelt, this had the benefit of treating Americans like adults—walking them through history, context, options, and his own thought process. That way, when he got to the solutions, people could understand not just what he was doing, but why he was doing it.

			In this case, the history that Obama described was the racial divide in America following the civil-rights movement. And while his comments about Wright and his grandmother attracted the most attention, the heart of the speech is when he defines our racial stalemate. In sharing the Black experience, he attacked the narrative that the gains of the civil-rights movement righted the wrongs of American racism, paving the way for the post-racial future that some saw in his campaign or the reactionary politics arrayed against it. On the contrary, he detailed the continued structural racism embedded in the wealth gap, housing, schools, basic services, and incarceration, as well as the sense of shame and anger that inequality engendered in Black families. In essence, he was delivering the same message as Wright in less provocative language.

			But he didn’t stop there. Instead, Obama named and empathized with the white backlash to the 1960s, which Democrats usually discounted or dismissed as racism. As he had noticed as a community organizer in the 1980s, the same forces that hurt Black communities were hurting white people: deindustrialization, job losses, and income inequality. Given that reality, working-class whites experienced well-meaning policies like busing or affirmative action as unfair at best and punitive at worst, while their concerns about crime were met with allegations of racism. These were the Reagan Democrats. And just as Wright railed against white racism to fire up his audiences, right-wing politicians, talk-radio hosts, and media personalities had demagogued the concerns of white people for decades—they didn’t offer solutions, only people to blame.

			This led Obama to the core of his argument about the cost of the racial divide: the inability of Black and white Americans to see one another, to empathize with one another, and to build a coalition that could overcome the forces holding them down. Black anger and white resentment were standing in the way of progress, turning people against one another rather than turning against a rigged system that served the interests of the wealthy, the well-connected, and their machinery. In this way, racism in America wasn’t just a societal disease: It was a potent force used to deter people from banding together against powerful interests. Only then, having defined the problem, did Obama pivot to his agenda.

			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 if 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 who has been laid off, the immigrant trying to feed his family. And it means taking full responsibility for our 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.

			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 had 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 the 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 O.J. 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 twenty-first-century economy. Not this time.

			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 should have never been authorized and should have never 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 that 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. That’s the mind of a nine-year-old.

			She did this for a year until her mom got better. So 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 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 different 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 right here in Philadelphia, that is where the perfection begins.[29]

			

			—

			For a politician who ran on a relatively conventional progressive agenda, Barack Obama evoked unusually strong emotions. To many Americans, he represented something that had been missing in our politics: a younger, charismatic outsider who understood the nation’s problems and could mobilize new coalitions to fix them; a self-made underdog at ease in his own skin on the streets of the South Side of Chicago or at Harvard Law School; a Black man winning a game that had been rigged for generations by white people. For those same reasons, he could be triggering. His lectures to Black people on self-reliance left some questioning whether he was promoting a responsibility politics that diminished the structural inequalities Wright condemned. His diagnosis of white resentments embittered some working-class whites who didn’t appreciate being told how they’d been led astray. His political potential unnerved establishment Republicans and their affiliated interest groups who feared an enduring Democratic majority helmed by a transformational president. A chunk of the American electorate was just racist.

			Despite this, Obama’s speech succeeded in saving his campaign, speaking truths that often go unsaid in American politics, and solidifying the Obama coalition—a composite nation within America comprised of minorities and young people of all races. It succeeded because of the simplicity of its message: Politics does not have to be a zero-sum competition between groups; “your dreams do not have to come at the expense of my dreams.” Lamenting that Wright saw America as “static” and paralyzed by racism, Obama argued that the gains of the civil-rights movement allowed him to mount a campaign that channeled movement-building into an agenda for all races: better health care, jobs, and schools; an end to dumb wars. Those objectives could only be reached if Americans rejected the prophets of disunity, be they Black preachers or right-wing politicians and media personalities. His repetition of “this time” added a dose of defiance that echoed King’s “now is the time”: a vast American middle casting off triviality, distractions, special interests, and self-defeating hatreds.

			Having spent a life reconciling his own identities, Obama had given a speech that implored Americans to do the same. In casting his biography and campaign as a model for what was needed in the broader body politic, Obama walked a fine line between the self-interest of his own ambitions and shared interests among groups. His story about a young, white organizer—Ashley—finding solidarity with an older Black man was a parable for what was needed, and possible, in America. But he was careful to assert that this was not about him but rather the kind of connection that his campaign enabled. It was a simple image, bordering on a Hollywood portrayal of racial reconciliation on the cheap; for that reason, it was perhaps easier for people to grasp than the harder lessons embedded in his speech.

			By tying it all back to the constitutional framers at the end, he completed his retelling of America’s complicated and often tragic experience of race: The 2008 campaign of Barack Obama was an extension of America’s past, not a deviation from it, and the multiracial identity of that campaign could be the nation’s future. Just as Reagan wove together his coalition through words, so did Obama. Yet where Reagan wove a narrative of moral clarity defined by enemies abroad and liberals at home, Obama embraced ambiguity: acknowledging injustice without bitterness, preaching responsibility without neglecting history. Both men knew the power of narrative. Reagan offered moral certainty; Obama offered moral struggle.
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			The short-term significance of “the race speech” was clear: It steadied Obama’s campaign, deflected further attacks, and motivated supporters. Together with his 2004 convention speech, it made his presidency possible. Given America’s history, the election of the first Black president was a seismic event. The fact that Obama’s eight years in the White House normalized the notion of a Black man holding the most powerful office in the world amplified this achievement. How many people came to see themselves and their potential differently because of the trail blazed by those words?

			Yet the reactions to Obama’s speech foreshadowed the backlash to his presidency as well. Many white conservatives condemned Obama for “throwing his grandmother under the bus.”[30] Rush Limbaugh called him “the candidate of race”—a dangerous Black radical masquerading as reasonable.[31] Conspiracy theories mushroomed that Obama was born in Africa, raised a Muslim, promoted because of affirmative action, and affiliated with terrorists. This harder-edged white resentment was elevated onto the Republican ticket by John McCain in the person of Sarah Palin, who spoke of representing real Americans—a resistance to the idea that Obama’s multiracial identity represented the nation’s demographic, cultural, and political past, present, or future.

			Obama’s message also proved irreconcilable to Wright and the activist tradition he represented. In an appearance at the National Press Club in Washington after Obama’s speech, Wright doubled down on his controversial statements. In response, Obama left Trinity Church to put the controversy fully behind him, a reality that spoke to the continued imbalance of power between races in America: Rush Limbaugh, who had called Obama “Barack, the Magic Negro” could be accepted as an uncle who said crazy things from time to time; Jeremiah Wright had to be ostracized for his parishioner to advance in American society. Indeed, given all that has taken place since Obama’s speech, many of Wright’s most controversial comments resonate more today than they did to many ears in 2008. Obama had spoken some hard truths, yet so had Wright, and America’s racial reality cannot be understood without listening to both.[32]

			As president, Obama governed as he promised. His most notable achievements bespoke a progressive trying to reform the system instead of upending it. He helped rescue the economy from a debilitating financial crisis without breaking up big banks. He extended health care to tens of millions of Americans without dismantling private insurance. He invested in clean energy and spearheaded a global accord to fight climate change without rolling back the use of fossil fuels. He brought home nearly all US troops serving in Iraq and Afghanistan without abandoning America’s often-militarized superpower role. On myriad issues he pursued change at a pace commensurate with the views of an electorate that rewarded him with a convincing reelection in 2012. The presidency, he often told his staff, was a relay race: a metaphor that inherently sees change as incremental in the sweep of history and tied to the actions of your successors.

			Yet conservatives approached Obama’s presidency as radical. After his election, the American right regenerated in Palin’s image through a harder-edged right-wing media, uniform opposition to Obama’s agenda in Congress, and the ascent of a Tea Party committed to “take our country back.” Fueled by the sorting and intensification of grievance wrought by social media, an increasing number of Americans came to believe that Obama was not born in America, fears of a “great replacement” of white Americans by immigrants grew, and far-right movements slipped beyond the control of even the most anti-Obama establishment Republicans. By the time Mitt Romney became the Republican nominee in 2012, he was an awkward front man for a party regenerating itself around appeals to the resentments of a white working class that had lost interest in the Reagan-Bush agenda of tax cuts, free trade, trust in financial markets, support for legal immigration, and an imperial foreign policy.[33]

			And despite Obama’s moderation, there was a more radical aspect to his presidency that was better understood by the American right than the left: a shift in the American story. Undermining a history of white supremacy, for eight years Americans saw an intelligent Black man with a solid nuclear family effectively perform the job of President of the United States absent scandals and missteps. The upper ranks of elected office, government administration, and the judiciary became more diverse—in race, ethnicity, and gender. The White House routinely hosted a multiracial cast of prominent Americans and was lit up in the colors of the rainbow flag to celebrate the legalization of gay marriage. As a charismatic speaker, Obama commanded attention in telling a cumulative story over eight years that acknowledged past injustice and mainstreamed the type of people—activists and organizers, outsiders and underdogs, immigrants and refugees—who oppose it. Even as societal inequality persisted and generated new movements like Black Lives Matter, Americans saw what a multiracial democracy might look like and had a president who narrated that story as he had done in his speech on race in America. Those words mattered.

			The fear of a society changing interacted with a nostalgia for a time before the disruptions wrought by post–Cold War globalization and the cultural upheaval of the 1960s. If there were fixed moments in the American memory when a certain established order prevailed—at the moment of compromise that enabled the founding, the collapse of Reconstruction in favor of white reconciliation, or the postwar white middle-class boom and ascent to superpower status of the 1950s—the story told by Obama recast American exceptionalism as the capacity to reject the inequities of those moments on behalf of truly multiracial democracy: a composite nation. On the left, people started to question the origin story of a nation founded upon slavery; to demand the removal of Confederate monuments that celebrated the Lost Cause; to reject the gender and racial caste structure of the 1950s; to demand more diverse representation at the upper rungs of American society. On the right, there was a fear of American identity being lost in the process, of the economic hardships of the white working class mirroring the diminishing status of white elites being asked to make way for change, of a longing for an idealized past, that old Reagan campaign slogan: Make America Great Again.

			The transition from Barack Obama to Donald Trump seemed dizzying at the time, but it is natural when viewed in the sweep of an American history. In the early twenty-first century, a desire to upend an entrenched status quo had been building across the political spectrum in ways that led the primary voters of both parties to embrace a political outsider as a means of shaking things up—Obama for Democrats, then Trump for Republicans. The stories that both men represented—an American exceptionalism defined by its evolving pursuit of a more perfect union, or an American exceptionalism inherent from the nation’s founding and connectivity to Western supremacy—have been in competition since our founding. Obama’s speech on race, like his presidency, held a mirror up to that tension while pointing in the direction of a composite nation. Ironically, in his pursuit of a mythic past, it was Trump who brought about not a restoration but a rupture, breaking more sharply with American traditions than Obama ever did.
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				Donald Trump: 
I Will Win for You
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				“ As we gather today, our government confronts a crisis of trust. For many years, a radical and corrupt establishment has extracted power and wealth from our citizens while the pillars of our society lay broken and seemingly in complete disrepair.”

			

			2025

			It was an inauguration to which they all came. Tech moguls Jeff Bezos of Amazon, Mark Zuckerberg of Meta, Tim Cook of Apple, and Sergey Brin of Google were on the dais—men who controlled platforms and devices that had obliterated American attention spans, radicalized our politics, and eroded our shared reality while extracting endless profits. So was Elon Musk, the world’s richest man, who was preparing to dismantle the federal government. Titans of self-aggrandizing twenty-first-century American culture were on display—from Dana White, the chief of Ultimate Fighting Championship, to podcaster Joe Rogan, to Ike Perlmutter, the former chair of Marvel Entertainment. There was Trump’s appointed cabinet, which included multiple Fox News television personalities, the blending of state media and the state. There were casino magnates, crypto investors, hedge funders, oil men, and other denizens of late-state capitalist decay—all donors to the incoming president. There were foreigners, too: like Javier Milei of Argentina and Giorgia Meloni of Italy, part of the global wave of far-right populists who embraced a personality-based nationalism.[1] A stench of corruption and autocracy hung over this tableau of wealth and power. At the center of it all was president-elect Donald J. Trump.

			Trump had made clear what kind of president he would be if he returned to the White House. Where Reagan could be genial and pragmatic, Trump promised vengeance against his enemies, demanded loyalty from his subordinates, and repeated his intention to break the administrative state and international order. He projected a total confidence in his own instincts that had been missing in his first term. The presidency can be a malleable institution, defined by how far a leader is willing to push against the legal and normative boundaries to his power. Trump won reelection promising to destroy the outer limits of those boundaries like none of his predecessors.

			Yet even as Americans did not have to wait for a speech on January 20 to get a sense of what the second Trump presidency would be like, the inauguration still carried an awesome weight. This was no longer a hypothetical future; it was reality. An ancient ritual of American democracy designed to convey continuity had a very different feel to it: Whatever came next was not going to be like what came before, despite the nostalgic promise to make America great again.

			As a communicator, Trump mirrored the country that he aspired to dominate. As political discourse migrated to cable news, he assumed the persona of a radicalized viewer of right-wing media: fixated on faux scandals, fearmongering, and the mainstreaming of conspiracy theories. As information ecosystems fractured, he thrived in the perpetual combat zones of social media, lacerating opponents with posts, throwing in capital letters for good measure to underscore the dumbing-down of the public. As a speaker, he excelled at firing up crowds at meandering rallies in which he railed against his enemies, bonded with his base, and performed more like a crass stand-up comedian than a politician. All this conveyed a certain kind of innate authenticity that appealed to as many Americans as it repelled: Trump was, simultaneously, singular and familiar, a truth-teller and a liar, a symptom and a cause of our national and imperial decline.

			Formal speeches read from a teleprompter have never been Trump’s strength, but they confirm where his impulses and agenda overlap. So it would be with Trump’s second inaugural address. His speech was a clear pivot from the past to an uncertain future. It claimed a decisive end to the culture wars that began in the 1960s. It served as a blueprint for the radical changes to both the policies and nature of the presidency to follow. The fact that we knew Trump so well by the time he delivered his second inaugural veiled the breadth of its ambition. He had been in our lives for decades and dominated our politics for one. He embodied the nation’s cultish devotion to fame, material success, and assumed exceptionalism. He had nearly destroyed the US Capitol with a violent mob and now stood in that same building having been rewarded with the presidency.

			No matter what you thought about Trump, when he walked to the podium in the center of that tableau, surrounded by all those people, you knew you were looking at what America had become. Unlike the speeches that etched ideas into America’s evolving argument over identity, Trump’s second inaugural offered a final declaration: The debate was over; he had won.
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			Donald Trump’s assumption of dictatorial control over the Republican Party made his second coming possible. On the surface, it seemed an unlikely marriage—an irreligious, tariff-loving America First New Yorker seizing the helm of a party dominated by Southern Christian conservatives, free-market ideologues, and national-security hawks. But long before Trump announced his run for the Republican Party’s presidential nomination in 2015, it had been turning into the kind of party that he could lead.

			Through the end of the Cold War, anti-Communism had bound together a coalition that included libertarians and Moral Majority Christians; country-club businessmen and single-issue New Right organizations; neoconservative interventionists and America First isolationists. The reaction to the 1960s had transformed the Republicans into a Sunbelt party, but the politics of racialized backlash reverberated in different ways: Wealthier interests didn’t want to pay for Great Society programs while working-class whites felt their sense of security and social position eroding—ironically, exacerbated by Reagan-era policies that fueled inequality, deindustrialization, and globalization.

			The Soviet Union had been the common enemy, Ronald Reagan the commonly revered leader. George H. W. Bush held things together through the 1988 presidential election by running a campaign that merged ugly racialized political tactics (scary advertisements about Black crime under Governor Michael Dukakis), cultural wedge issues (support for the Pledge of Allegiance and prayer in public schools), and the promise of competent stewardship of domestic and foreign policy by experienced professionals—men who knew how to run a superpower as well as a business. Something for everyone. Bush also mirrored the party and country’s changes: a pedigreed New Englander who went south to the oilfields of Texas. Even his accent gave voice to an awkward marriage between the past and future of the party, the patrician Northeast and the gravelly Southwest.

			Bush governed with a pragmatic streak. He raised taxes after promising he wouldn’t. He signed an immigration bill that facilitated family reunification and increased the growing Hispanic population. He signed a civil-rights bill that made it easier for workers to sue employers for discrimination. But he did these things without the charisma, rank-and-file popularity, dose of populism, and history of conservative solidarity offered by Reagan. After the threat of Communism disappeared with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, it was only a matter of time until someone emerged to take issue with Bush’s leadership of the Republican Party.

			In late 1991, the right-wing television personality, writer, and former political operative Pat Buchanan decided to mount a primary challenge to the president he dubbed “King George.”[2] Yes, Bush was the former vice president of the revered Reagan and had ably presided over the end of the Cold War. But Bush didn’t understand how white, working-class conservative voters were feeling. To Buchanan and many who would vote for him, the trade agreements that the Chamber of Commerce Republicans rubber-stamped were decimating American industry; the immigration that Reagan trumpeted was eroding the demographic dominance of white Christians; the Gulf War that Bush launched was a needless intervention pushed by globalists; and the Big Government that politicians refused to dismantle had been a vehicle for liberal social engineering since the civil-rights movement, the enemy that would replace Soviet communism.

			On December 10, in a biting cold, Buchanan announced his candidacy at the State House in Concord, New Hampshire. He had little money, no institutional support, and only a few weeks to the primary. “Today,” he declared, “we call for a new patriotism, where Americans begin to put the needs of Americans first.” Bush was a nice man who could no longer be trusted. “He is a globalist and we are nationalists,” Buchanan said.[3] There were policy differences, but this was also about something larger: the nature of American identity. “When we say we will put America first,” he explained, “we mean also that our Judeo-Christian values are going to be preserved and our Western heritage is going to be handed down to future generations and not dumped into some landfill called multiculturalism.”[4] Winning was unlikely, but there was a movement to build.

			Buchanan seized national attention and the conservative zeitgeist, barnstorming New Hampshire with an unapologetic and folksy style that reinforced Republican orthodoxy (blasting Bush for raising taxes), while also yanking it in new directions (railing against free trade, unchecked immigration, and the deprioritizing of social issues). His voice was populist. He spoke for a largely white and male constituency who resented the elites in different sectors of American life—entertainment, law, journalism, academia, corporate boardrooms, foreign policy, and politics. These elites looked down on the real Americans, largely white folks who didn’t have the luxury of being insulated from social and economic change. He called them “the Buchanan Brigades.”[5]
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			There were real economic anxieties that propelled the base of the Republican Party in the direction of Pat Buchanan. But just beneath the surface there were also racialized grievances that had powered the party’s electoral strategy since the civil-rights era.

			Lee Atwater helped make Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush presidents. In his thirties, the sharp-elbowed Georgian played a senior role on Reagan’s campaign before serving as the leading strategist for Bush in 1988, masterminding his weaponization of culture-war issues. “You start out in 1954,” he recalled, in an analysis of American politics, “by saying ‘n——, n——, n——. By 1968, you can’t say ‘n——’—that hurts you. Backfires. So you say stuff like forced busing (and) states’ rights.” These were the coded appeals of Richard Nixon, who pioneered the Republican strategy of capturing the white South: “You’re getting so abstract now that you’re talking about cutting taxes, and all these things you’re talking about are totally economic things and the byproduct of them is [that] blacks get hurt worse than whites.”[6] These were the coded appeals of the Reagan era, and they worked.

			By the 1990s, this redirection of racialized grievance was starting to fray. Reagan had succeeded in remaking the economy in ways that ended up hurting the white working class and failed to roll back the trend toward multiculturalism and protections for civil rights. The Buchanan campaign took advantage of those grievances and linked them, attacking pillars of Reaganomics like free trade and the marginalization of white identity politics by Republican administrations. The economic and racial anxieties did not have to be separated or dealt with in coded language.

			The high-water mark for the Buchanan campaign was a strong second-place finish in New Hampshire. His performance propelled him down to Georgia, where he called the Voting Rights Act “an act of regional discrimination against the South.” He visited Stone Mountain, which featured the carved faces of Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson, and Jefferson Davis.[7] He took aim at Bush based on the schools he attended and his disregard for working-class whites. “Now if you belong to the Exeter-Yale GOP club, that’s not going to bother you greatly because, as we know, it is not their children who get bused out of South Boston into Roxbury, it is not their brothers who lose contracts because of minority set-asides.”[8] These were the working-class whites who, as Obama would say later, “did not feel particularly privileged by their race.”[9]

			In the spring of 1992, after four Los Angeles police officers were acquitted for the beating of Rodney King, dozens of people were killed as cable news showed stores being looted and burned to the ground. Several thousand National Guard troops were sent to restore order. Buchanan visited them, heaped scorn on the rioters, and blamed immigrants. Mexicans, he said, were “coming into this country illegally and helping to burn down one of the greatest cities in America.”[10] He travelled to the border to call attention to the federal government’s failure to stop, “an illegal invasion that involves at least a million aliens a year.” The solution was clear. “If I were President,” he said, “I would have the Corps of Engineers build a double-barrier fence.”[11] He called for a ban on birthright citizenship for undocumented immigrants.

			This was a new language in mainstream American politics. It drew on long-standing white fears of a great replacement by the non-white hordes, aliens—sentiments that reached back to the Europeans-only immigration policies of the early twentieth century. It was a message that would remake the Reagan coalition, keeping the identity politics while shedding those elements that had been necessary to defeat the Soviet Union. Roll back immigration and free trade. Shrink the federal government. Root American identity in white, patriarchal, Judeo-Christian traditions.

			Bush won the primary but did not emerge unscathed. The price for Pat Buchanan’s endorsement was a prime-time speech at the Republican Convention immediately after Ronald Reagan. Buchanan delivered a searing and prophetic call to arms that marked the beginning of the slow death of Reagan-era conservatism and its replacement with a harder-edged white identity politics suspicious of multiracial democracy, free-market orthodoxy, the federal government, and globalism. “There is a religious war going on in this country,” Buchanan proclaimed. “It is a cultural war, as critical to the kind of nation we shall be as was the Cold War itself, for this war is for the soul of America.”[12] This takeover of the Republican Party would take time, but it gathered momentum until Donald Trump took up the America First mantle.
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			On June 16, 2015, Donald Trump announced his first campaign for the presidency in the gilded lobby of Trump Tower in New York before an audience that included his associates, employees, journalists, and curious onlookers. “Our country is in serious trouble,” he began. “We don’t have victories anymore. We used to have victories, but we don’t have them.”[13]

			It was a fitting commencement to the Trump era. This idea of victories, of winning, was simple, clear, understandable. If Trump had a cultivated self-image, it was as a certain kind of American winner—the rich guy with the golden buildings and beautiful wife who, like a superpower, had an infinite margin of error: Consequences were for losers. It fit with the more brutalist strain in the American mindset: By definition, for there to be “victories” someone had to lose, especially liberals and their constituencies. He tapped into a deeper sense among his intended audience—the base of the Republican Party—that they were losing jobs, status, culture, meaning, and, above all, power. Trump channeled these grievances into a campaign that was decades in the making.

			Of course, Republicans had enjoyed victories since Pat Buchanan vowed to put America first. In 1994, Republicans won control of the US Congress in a backlash to the presidency of Bill Clinton, an exemplar—to the right—of post-1960s excess and depravity. A pugilistic conservative majority blended the right-wing ideology of Reagan with the culture-war zealotry of talk radio. But the relentless assault on Clinton culminated in the overreach of his impeachment, which ended the House leadership of Newt Gingrich. People voted for change; they got business-friendly policies and tawdry investigations. The Republican revolutionaries of 1994 became part of the Washington establishment; the Clintons remained in the White House.[14]

			In 2000, George W. Bush won the presidency. A born-again Texan at ease with the language of Christian conservatism, he embodied the southward transformation of his family and party. But the priorities of his presidency remained Reaganite. Tax cuts. Free trade. Less regulation. Most acutely, a historically absurd, authoritarian, and incompetent Global War on Terror after 9/11 that unleashed a new wave of nationalism and xenophobia. Bush’s base believed his false words about existential threats and imminent victories in Afghanistan and Iraq, just as they believed the promises of Republican politicians to wage culture wars in office. But by 2008, there were no victories. The economy was in free fall, the United States was not winning in Afghanistan and Iraq, and the president-elect was both Black and a product of the upheavals of the 1960s.[15]

			Fervent opposition to Barack Obama held Republicans together until Trump’s emergence.

			While other Republicans tried to win over their radicalizing base, Trump spoke for them. After lamenting the absence of victories, his announcement speech at Trump Tower became a litany of grievances. “When was the last time anybody saw us beating China in a trade deal…. When was the last time you saw a Chevrolet in Tokyo?” he asked. Echoing Buchanan, he said that Mexicans crossing the border were “bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists.” Overseas, he said, “Islamic terrorism is eating up large portions of the Middle East” and “ISIS has the oil.” On the War on Terror, he was harsher than most Democrats. “We spent $2 trillion in Iraq…and we have nothing. We can’t even go there.” All this losing was because of the state of American politics: “How stupid are these politicians to allow this to happen?”[16]

			Trump cast himself as the outsider who could at last tear down the rotten establishment. “I’ve watched the politicians,” he said. “They’re controlled fully by the lobbyists, by the donors, and by the special interests.” As a rich and powerful man, he was letting his audience in on the bad joke of it all. He was the disrupter who could pull back the curtain to reveal the corruption precisely because he had been a part of it. “I have lobbyists that can produce anything for me,” he boasted. The solution was finding someone who was not a politician to smash the status quo through sheer force—if not cult—of personality. “Our country needs a truly great leader, and we need a great leader now.”[17] That great leader, of course, was Donald Trump.

			Unlike other Republicans, Trump was willing to take on Bush, humiliating his brother Jeb on the debate stage, and the Republican orthodoxy, promising tariffs and isolationism. He was also willing to engage directly in the politics of white racial grievance where his opponents generally stuck to dog whistles. He built his political brand by declaring that the first Black president was born in Africa.[18] He called for a ban on Muslims entering the United States and cast undocumented immigrants as violent criminals.[19] He insulted women in crude language and made no apologies for a past littered with allegations of sexual harassment and assault.[20]

			Here was a guy obliterating the social norms that felt like a tightening straitjacket for Americans who feared the future. Because of an economy where it was harder to keep up. Because of technological disruptions that made life disorienting. Because of diversity that made a white person feel like they were losing the privileged position their parents had. Because of the absence of a national purpose that disappeared with the Cold War and the absence of victories through the post–9/11 wars. Life in 2016 America was not the dystopian picture that Trump painted, but enough people felt that it was for him to gain traction.

			Trump never really trailed in his pursuit of the Republican nomination. Indeed, the speed with which the Republican establishment buckled to his will despite their obvious discomfort with him only proved his point: Washington politicians were spineless and self-interested. Meanwhile, he understood intuitively how political communication was changing. He conducted the terms of political debate by shocking people on social media. He offered a sense of belonging and meaning to the outcasts of the white working class at his rallies. He ensured that, whatever people were talking about, they were talking about him.

			Trump harnessed darker aspects of the American character that have always been present: xenophobia, triviality, meanness, conspiracy theorizing, and an infatuation with power for power’s sake. He reflected a collapsing culture in which consumption is omnipresent, human beings are brands, and reality itself is subjective. He refused to play by any established rules of politics, above all the capacity to be shamed: No scandal, no fact-check, no norm was going to change his behavior. This only confirmed the idea that he was selling to his supporters: that he was different, an avatar who was trying to be stopped by the same people who had betrayed them; a strongman who would impose order on a world spinning out of control.
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			In his third consecutive presidential campaign, Donald Trump was not subtle about what he intended to do upon returning to the White House. “We will demolish the deep state,” he promised at a rally in Claremont, New Hampshire. “We will throw off the sick political class that hates our country. We will rout the fake-news media until they become real…. We will root out the communists, Marxists, fascists, and the radical-left thugs that live like vermin within the confines of our county.”[21] This was fascist rhetoric, and it was not abnormal for the Trump campaign. He was animated by the sheer accumulation of power. The people who took this most seriously were Trump’s most committed opponents and his most fervent supporters, whom he claimed to speak for: “I am your retribution,” he promised.[22]

			While the Democratic Party warned about the danger Trump posed, President Joe Biden’s decision to seek reelection sent a different message. This was a declining creature of Washington clearly incapable of competing with Trump on the campaign trail, let alone serving another four years. While many Democrats sounded the alarm about threats to democracy, they also pledged support for Biden, vouched for his mental acuity, and boasted about legislation unfamiliar to the vast majority of Americans. This undercut the seriousness of their warnings and reinforced the resonance of Trump’s message: Politicians were more loyal to an insecure and aging president than the people they served. By the time that Democrats pushed a stubborn Biden out of the race over the summer of 2024, the terms of the election were set. The mood of the country was unsettled, angry. Prices were high at home. Chaos reigned abroad. No one was in charge.

			Trump’s spiritual bond with his base deepened when he narrowly survived an assassination attempt. Through the fall, he didn’t really run against Kamala Harris—Biden’s hastily chosen replacement—but rather against a familiar and easy target: the established way of doing things. His commitment to put America first—to upend alliances, immigration, free trade, and the federal government itself—was the culmination of the crusade that Pat Buchanan had launched in 1992: to undo the political, social, and economic changes that had commenced in the 1960s, that blend of a liberal Great Society, the neo-liberal Reagan era, and the multiculturalism that had descended upon the white working class in the country. But he went further in promising to effectively govern as a dictator, bending the state, society, and culture to his will.

			On that message, Trump was returned to the presidency by a bigger margin than he’d won in 2016, including a majority of the popular vote. He had won not simply a victory, but a mandate. His inaugural address would tell the world what he intended to do with it. The presence of so much of the nation’s political, financial, technological, and cultural establishment sent a message of support for—or capitulation to—whatever was going to come next.

			Donald Trump 
Second Inaugural Address

			January 20, 2025

			Washington, D.C.

			Vice President Vance, Speaker Johnson, Senator Thune, Chief Justice Roberts, justices of the Supreme Court of the United States, President Clinton, President Bush, President Obama, President Biden, Vice President Harris, and my fellow citizens:

			The golden age of America begins right now. From this day forward, our country will flourish and be respected again all over the world. We will be the envy of every nation, and we will not allow ourselves to be taken advantage of any longer. During every single day of the Trump Administration, I will, very simply, put America first.

			Our sovereignty will be reclaimed. Our safety will be restored. The scales of justice will be rebalanced. The vicious, violent, and unfair weaponization of the Justice Department and our government will end.

			And our top priority will be to create a nation that is proud, prosperous, and free.

			America will soon be greater, stronger, and far more exceptional than ever before.

			I return to the presidency confident and optimistic that we are at the start of a thrilling new era of national success. A tide of change is sweeping the country, sunlight is pouring over the entire world, and America has the chance to seize this opportunity like never before.

			But first, we must be honest about the challenges we face. While they are plentiful, they will be annihilated by this great momentum that the world is now witnessing in the United States of America.

			As we gather today, our government confronts a crisis of trust. For many years, a radical and corrupt establishment has extracted power and wealth from our citizens while the pillars of our society lay broken and seemingly in complete disrepair.

			We now have a government that cannot manage even a simple crisis at home while, at the same time, stumbling into a continuing catalogue of catastrophic events abroad.

			It fails to protect our magnificent, law-abiding American citizens but provides sanctuary and protection for dangerous criminals, many from prisons and mental institutions, that have illegally entered our country from all over the world.

			We have a government that has given unlimited funding to the defense of foreign borders but refuses to defend American borders or, more importantly, its own people.

			Our country can no longer deliver basic services in times of emergency, as recently shown by the wonderful people of North Carolina—who have been treated so badly—and other states who are still suffering from a hurricane that took place many months ago or, more recently, Los Angeles, where we are watching fires still tragically burn from weeks ago without even a token of defense. They’re raging through the houses and communities, even affecting some of the wealthiest and most powerful individuals in our country—some of whom are sitting here right now. They don’t have a home any longer. That’s interesting. But we can’t let this happen. Everyone is unable to do anything about it. That’s going to change.

			We have a public health system that does not deliver in times of disaster, yet more money is spent on it than any country anywhere in the world.

			And we have an education system that teaches our children to be ashamed of themselves—in many cases, to hate our country despite the love that we try so desperately to provide to them. All of this will change starting today, and it will change very quickly.

			My recent election is a mandate to completely and totally reverse a horrible betrayal, and all of these many betrayals that have taken place and to give the people back their faith, their wealth, their democracy, and, indeed, their freedom. From this moment on, America’s decline is over. Our liberties and our nation’s glorious destiny will no longer be denied. And we will immediately restore the integrity, competency, and loyalty of America’s government.

			Over the past eight years, I have been tested and challenged more than any President in our two-hundred-and-fifty-year history, and I’ve learned a lot along the way. The journey to reclaim our republic has not been an easy one—that, I can tell you. Those who wish to stop our cause have tried to take my freedom and, indeed, to take my life. Just a few months ago, in a beautiful Pennsylvania field, an assassin’s bullet ripped through my ear. But I felt then and believe even more so now that my life was saved for a reason. I was saved by God to make America great again.

			Thank you. Thank you. Thank you very much.

			That is why each day under our Administration of American patriots, we will be working to meet every crisis with dignity and power and strength. We will move with purpose and speed to bring back hope, prosperity, safety, and peace for citizens of every race, religion, color, and creed.

			For American citizens, January twentieth, 2025, is Liberation Day. It is my hope that our recent presidential election will be remembered as the greatest and most consequential election in the history of our country.

			As our victory showed, the entire nation is rapidly unifying behind our agenda with dramatic increases in support from virtually every element of our society: young and old, men and women, African Americans, Hispanic Americans, Asian Americans, urban, suburban, rural. And very importantly, we had a powerful win in all seven swing states; and the popular vote, we won by millions of people.

			To the Black and Hispanic communities, I want to thank you for the tremendous outpouring of love and trust that you have shown me with your vote. We set records, and I will not forget it. I’ve heard your voices in the campaign, and I look forward to working with you in the years to come.

			Today is Martin Luther King Day. And his honor—this will be a great honor. But in his honor, we will strive together to make his dream a reality. We will make his dream come true.

			Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.

			National unity is now returning to America, and confidence and pride is soaring like never before. In everything we do, my Administration will be inspired by a strong pursuit of excellence and unrelenting success. We will not forget our country, we will not forget our Constitution, and we will not forget our God. Can’t do that.[23]

			

			—

			Trump began by revisiting the war he had waged against the “radical and corrupt establishment”—and American democracy itself—over the previous ten years. The villains were familiar. A Justice Department that prosecuted Trump’s crimes. Immigrants. Internationalism. Education that acknowledged the nation’s racial history, and the diversity initiatives that flowed from that acknowledgment. And so on. This was grievance distilled to its essence, made less jarring—though no less dangerous—by his years of ceaseless repetition.

			In reading a prepared text, Trump blended two styles. There was the occasional nod to presidential rhetoric that was simultaneously familiar and strange in its messianic tone: “a tide of change is sweeping the country, sunlight is pouring over the entire world.” The speech was more effective when it sounded like Trump’s own authentic voice. The education system taught our children “to hate our country.” The simplicity of his language in promising to “annihilate” challenges conveyed a certain credibility. Most ominously to his opponents and inspiring to his supporters was the statement, impossible to imagine from any other American president: “I was saved by God to make America great again.” This was the assumption of power with unlimited, even divine, dimensions. From here on, he would be justified in doing anything.

			As he made the turn to his agenda, he paid a perfunctory tribute to Martin Luther King—a man whose social and political heirs were loathed by Trump and his supporters, but who could be cynically claimed on behalf of a new national mythology where everything was a prologue to Trump’s ascension. As with his announcement speech in 2015, the answer to the question of what America needed was Donald Trump. While most presidents try to mobilize the nation for collective action in their inaugural addresses, Trump told the American people that their work had ended when they elected him. That made the election “the most consequential” in the history of the United States of America: Power was now fully in his hands, and he was going to use it.

			Today, I will sign a series of historic executive orders. With these actions, we will begin the complete restoration of America and the revolution of common sense. It’s all about common sense.

			First, I will declare a national emergency at our southern border.

			All illegal entry will immediately be halted, and we will begin the process of returning millions and millions of criminal aliens back to the places from which they came. We will reinstate my Remain in Mexico policy. I will end the practice of catch and release. And I will send troops to the southern border to repel the disastrous invasion of our country.

			Under the orders I sign today, we will also be designating the cartels as foreign terrorist organizations. And by invoking the Alien Enemies Act of 1798, I will direct our government to use the full and immense power of federal and state law enforcement to eliminate the presence of all foreign gangs and criminal networks bringing devastating crime to U.S. soil, including our cities and inner cities. As Commander-in-Chief, I have no higher responsibility than to defend our country from threats and invasions, and that is exactly what I am going to do. We will do it at a level that nobody has ever seen before.

			Next, I will direct all members of my cabinet to marshal the vast powers at their disposal to defeat what was record inflation and rapidly bring down costs and prices. The inflation crisis was caused by massive overspending and escalating energy prices, and that is why today I will also declare a national energy emergency. We will drill, baby, drill.

			America will be a manufacturing nation once again, and we have something that no other manufacturing nation will ever have—the largest amount of oil and gas of any country on earth—and we are going to use it. We’ll use it.

			We will bring prices down, fill our strategic reserves up again right to the top, and export American energy all over the world.

			We will be a rich nation again, and it is that liquid gold under our feet that will help to do it.

			With my actions today, we will end the Green New Deal, and we will revoke the electric vehicle mandate, saving our auto industry and keeping my sacred pledge to our great American autoworkers. In other words, you’ll be able to buy the car of your choice. We will build automobiles in America again at a rate that nobody could have dreamt possible just a few years ago. And thank you to the autoworkers of our nation for your inspiring vote of confidence. We did tremendously with their vote.

			I will immediately begin the overhaul of our trade system to protect American workers and families. Instead of taxing our citizens to enrich other countries, we will tariff and tax foreign countries to enrich our citizens.

			For this purpose, we are establishing the External Revenue Service to collect all tariffs, duties, and revenues. It will be massive amounts of money pouring into our Treasury, coming from foreign sources.

			The American dream will soon be back and thriving like never before.

			To restore competence and effectiveness to our federal government, my Administration will establish the brand-new Department of Government Efficiency.

			After years and years of illegal and unconstitutional federal efforts to restrict free expression, I also will sign an executive order to immediately stop all government censorship and bring back free speech to America. Never again will the immense power of the state be weaponized to persecute political opponents—something I know something about. We will not allow that to happen. It will not happen again.

			Under my leadership, we will restore fair, equal, and impartial justice under the constitutional rule of law.

			And we are going to bring law and order back to our cities.

			This week, I will also end the government policy of trying to socially engineer race and gender into every aspect of public and private life. We will forge a society that is colorblind and merit-based.

			As of today, it will henceforth be the official policy of the United States government that there are only two genders: male and female.

			This week, I will reinstate any service members who were unjustly expelled from our military for objecting to the COVID vaccine mandate with full back pay.

			And I will sign an order to stop our warriors from being subjected to radical political theories and social experiments while on duty. It’s going to end immediately. Our armed forces will be freed to focus on their sole mission: defeating America’s enemies.

			Like in 2017, we will again build the strongest military the world has ever seen. We will measure our success not only by the battles we win but also by the wars that we end—and perhaps most importantly, the wars we never get into.

			My proudest legacy will be that of a peacemaker and unifier. That’s what I want to be: a peacemaker and a unifier. I’m pleased to say that as of yesterday, one day before I assumed office, the hostages in the Middle East are coming back home to their families.

			Thank you.

			America will reclaim its rightful place as the greatest, most powerful, most respected nation on earth, inspiring the awe and admiration of the entire world. A short time from now, we are going to be changing the name of the “Gulf of Mexico” to the “Gulf of America” and we will restore the name of a great President, William McKinley, to “Mount McKinley,” where it should be and where it belongs.

			President McKinley made our country very rich through tariffs and through talent—he was a natural businessman—and gave Teddy Roosevelt the money for many of the great things he did, including the Panama Canal, which has foolishly been given to the country of Panama after the United Spates—the United States—I mean, think of this—spent more money than ever spent on a project before and lost 38,000 lives in the building of the Panama Canal.

			We have been treated very badly from this foolish gift that should have never been made, and Panama’s promise to us has been broken. The purpose of our deal and the spirit of our treaty has been totally violated. American ships are being severely overcharged and not treated fairly in any way, shape, or form. And that includes the United States Navy. And above all, China is operating the Panama Canal. And we didn’t give it to China. We gave it to Panama, and we’re taking it back.

			Above all, my message to Americans today is that it is time for us to once again act with courage, vigor, and the vitality of history’s greatest civilization.

			So, as we liberate our nation, we will lead it to new heights of victory and success. We will not be deterred. Together, we will end the chronic disease epidemic and keep our children safe, healthy, and disease-free.

			The United States will once again consider itself a growing nation—one that increases our wealth, expands our territory, builds our cities, raises our expectations, and carries our flag into new and beautiful horizons.

			And we will pursue our manifest destiny into the stars, launching American astronauts to plant the Stars and Stripes on the planet Mars.

			Ambition is the lifeblood of a great nation, and, right now, our nation is more ambitious than any other. There’s no nation like our nation.

			Americans are explorers, builders, innovators, entrepreneurs, and pioneers. The spirit of the frontier is written into our hearts. The call of the next great adventure resounds from within our souls.

			Our American ancestors turned a small group of colonies on the edge of a vast continent into a mighty republic of the most extraordinary citizens on Earth. No one comes close.

			Americans pushed thousands of miles through a rugged land of untamed wilderness. They crossed deserts, scaled mountains, braved untold dangers, won the Wild West, ended slavery, rescued millions from tyranny, lifted billions from poverty, harnessed electricity, split the atom, launched mankind into the heavens, and put the universe of human knowledge into the palm of the human hand. If we work together, there is nothing we cannot do and no dream we cannot achieve.

			Many people thought it was impossible for me to stage such a historic political comeback. But as you see today, here I am. The American people have spoken. I stand before you now as proof that you should never believe that something is impossible to do. In America, the impossible is what we do best.

			From New York to Los Angeles, from Philadelphia to Phoenix, from Chicago to Miami, from Houston to right here in Washington, D.C., our country was forged and built by the generations of patriots who gave everything they had for our rights and for our freedom. They were farmers and soldiers, cowboys and factory workers, steelworkers and coal miners, police officers and pioneers who pushed onward, marched forward, and let no obstacle defeat their spirit or their pride. Together, they laid down the railroads, raised up the skyscrapers, built great highways, won two world wars, defeated fascism and communism, and triumphed over every single challenge that they faced.

			After all we have been through together, we stand on the verge of the four greatest years in American history. With your help, we will restore America promise and we will rebuild the nation that we love—and we love it so much. We are one people, one family, and one glorious nation under God. So, to every parent who dreams for their child and every child who dreams for their future, I am with you, I will fight for you, and I will win for you. We’re going to win like never before.

			Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.

			In recent years, our nation has suffered greatly. But we are going to bring it back and make it great again, greater than ever before.

			We will be a nation like no other, full of compassion, courage, and exceptionalism. Our power will stop all wars and bring a new spirit of unity to a world that has been angry, violent, and totally unpredictable.

			America will be respected again and admired again, including by people of religion, faith, and goodwill. We will be prosperous, we will be proud, we will be strong, and we will win like never before.

			We will not be conquered, we will not be intimidated, we will not be broken, and we will not fail. From this day on, the United States of America will be a free, sovereign, and independent nation.

			We will stand bravely, we will live proudly, we will dream boldly, and nothing will stand in our way because we are Americans. The future is ours, and our golden age has just begun.[24]

			

			—

			This second half of Trump’s speech was unusually specific for an inaugural address. His detailing of “historic executive orders” conveyed a preference for relentless action and his preferred vehicle for it: unitary, presidential action in place of the consensus-building work of legislating or pressure-testing proposals with the courts. From this point on, Donald Trump would be driving events; the entire nation—if not the entire world—would be along for the ride.

			The agenda that he detailed aimed to undo much of the work of American democracy since Franklin Roosevelt. This was the culmination of a counter-revolution and the beginning of new era. Immigration would be rolled back through the deportation of “millions and millions of criminal aliens.” Environmental action against climate change would be replaced by the embrace of the “liquid gold” of fossil fuels. Free trade would be disrupted by tariffs. The federal commitment to civil rights would be discarded as an experiment in trying to “socially engineer race and gender.” The federal workforce would be dismantled by a Department of Government Efficiency headed by a white South African who promoted white nationalist views. The commitment to a rules-based order abroad would be exchanged for a return to imperialism symbolized by the renaming of the Gulf of Mexico, an old right-wing pledge to take back the Panama Canal, and the promise of an era in which America “expands our territory.”

			Trump was promising a return to the late nineteenth century: a time before progressive policies, the New Deal, civil rights, and non-white immigration; the cusp of an era of American imperialism. Yet what was cast as restoration was in fact revolutionary through the nature of the political system that Trump described himself presiding over: a state indistinguishable from his own person. In place of Constitutional democracy, the rule of a dictator.

			As a speechwriter, I have written many endings like Trump’s: invocations of the nation’s historic past, from the ambitions of the pioneers to the achievements in World Wars. But where Obama described his own improbable presidency as the product of collective sacrifices and a vessel for the collective will, Trump saw his as the result of his singular personality now validated by the nation. “Many people thought it was impossible for me to stage such a historic political comeback,” he noted. “But as you see today, here I am.” And when we saw him on stage, ascended to unprecedented power by the people despite all that we knew of him, he seemed to be implicitly saying that we were looking at ourselves.

			In casting American history as the precursor to his election, he took custody of that history rather than situating himself within it. From this point on, his own destiny would be the nation’s. “I will fight for you, and I will win for you,” he declared. “We’re going to win like never before.”
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			The story of this nation began with compromise. Benjamin Franklin told us that the differences among Americans necessitated an approach to politics that made room for diversity, disagreement, and negotiation. He described that reality as a virtue, using his own life as a template for ideological flexibility. “The older I grow,” he pointed out, “the more apt I am to doubt my own judgment, and to pay more respect to the judgment of others.”[25] No one could imagine those words being spoken by Donald Trump.

			Since Franklin’s speech on compromise, America has been a living competition among different stories. Movements have been forged to promote change and to harness the backlash to those changes. That tension has taken place within agreed-upon boundaries of the law drawn by the US Constitution, which proved flexible enough to absorb the growth and evolution of the most diverse nation-state in human history. The most violent exception was the Civil War, when Alexander Stephens and his confederates tried to construct a separate nation built upon the cornerstone of white supremacy. When that challenge was vanquished, Abraham Lincoln’s words heralded the rebirth of a different union that could resolve the most insidious compromise of its founding: the construction of an order in which one race of people was above another. Yet the competition over American identity did not end with Civil War. Instead, it took different forms as Reconstruction gave way to segregation, the republic became an empire, enormous wealth was created and concentrated in different hands, new technologies transformed the nature of life and communication, and the citizenry became as diverse as a world that was itself shaped by the realities—good and bad—of American power.

			Through this history, speeches have been the venue where individuals and movements come together. Speeches draw upon the currents that feed into them at different moments, and the unique circumstances and personality of the speaker. They reflect what is happening in society: politically, economically, technologically, and culturally. And they have generally tried to win an argument about the future within those agreed-upon outlines of constitutional democracy drawn by a collection of Americans in Philadelphia.

			Donald Trump is both a product of and a deviation from that history. His words reflect different and even contradictory currents that have emerged from American history. Populist forces that seek to smash the establishment. Racial attitudes that resist diversity and reach back to a history of white supremacy. Capitalist priorities that deify profit and the accumulation of wealth. Religious beliefs that seek to impose a Christian character upon our citizenry. An exceptionalism which insists that America is entitled to do whatever it wants to do to people within our borders, or to other nations beyond them.

			While he is a product of our American past, Trump deviated from it in his conception of power itself. “We will not forget our country,” he said in his second inaugural address, “we will not forget our Constitution, and we will not forget our God. Can’t do that.” Can’t do that. It was a strange formulation, spoken as an aside, like an exercise in box-checking before he got to the agenda of concentrating power, which so clearly animated him and would guide his actions in office. A will to power outside agreed-upon constitutional boundaries. The leader embodying the aspirations of his people, and therefore drawing legitimacy from them: I am with you, I will fight for you, and I will win for you.

			Trump’s inaugural address heralded nothing less than the takeover of the country: its institutions, its vast power, its role in the world, and its story itself. We were now in the hands of a strongman. This takeover was more jarring because it reflected the choice of American voters and was welcomed by so much of the very establishment that Trump claimed to be upending, an establishment represented by those who attended his inauguration hoping to curry favor with a vindictive autocrat or to celebrate his ascent. Like all consequential speeches, Trump’s succeeded because it showed us something about ourselves and where we were going.

			At two hundred and fifty years old, the United States can no longer claim to be a particularly young country compared to others that have emerged from crumbling empires—the passage of the old world to the new. Throughout that quarter-millennium, we have always been an experiment. What does our nation choose to value? What does it mean to be American? Who gets to decide? Franklin believed that those questions could best be resolved through an evolution within constitutional democracy. Trump insisted that those questions should be resolved, as they have been through so much of human history, by one person: the leader. Yet it would be too easy to only see the extremities of his own personality in his words. They reflected the nation that elected him twice, and the various forces in our national life which made that possible.

			Donald Trump’s second inaugural address, and the pomp and personalities surrounding it, recalled the warning issued by Franklin in his own speech: that our system of government “can only end in Despotism, as other forms have done before it, when the people shall become so corrupted as to need despotic Government, being incapable of any other.”[26]

		

	
		
			Epilogue
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			The two elections of Donald Trump changed my view of the United States, which I could no longer see as the country that I wanted it to be.

			I had always known that the United States was contradictory and capable of taking steps backward. But I had been conditioned to conceive of American history as a progressive endeavor. Weren’t our flaws, as politicians from Kennedy to Obama had suggested, human limitations and prejudices that Americans were obliged to overcome? Wasn’t our story one of progress? A story of independence that led to emancipation, struggle that led to civil rights, progress that filtered out—albeit imperfectly—to individual Americans and the world at large? A composite nation in a composite world? Hadn’t I written a part of that story for Barack Obama?

			That was a sympathetic yet simplistic way of looking at history. Indeed, before Trump’s first election, my own experience of eight years at the center of American politics and foreign policy was enough to disabuse me of any unvarnished version of American exceptionalism. Yet I still clung to a core belief that the American story was—on balance—positive, and that the long arc of American history (like King’s moral universe) bent in the direction of justice.

			Yet long before Donald Trump, history is filled with evidence showing us that America—like any other nation—is not preordained to progress. We look at history and choose what to see. We can celebrate the achievements of the founders while looking away from how those achievements came at the expense of people like Red Jacket. We can commemorate a Georgian like Martin Luther King, whose words forced the issue of civil rights before Congress, and explain away the existence of a statue commemorating a Georgian like Alexander Stephens within that same Congress. We can see ourselves in the moral clarion calls for global freedom and opportunity made by Franklin Roosevelt or Ronald Reagan while overlooking the people around the world whose experience of American power has been far different. We can celebrate the virtue of compromise, as Benjamin Franklin did, in a way that minimizes what was being compromised. We can find validation in the fact that the United States has grown to be the most powerful nation in the world without recognizing how we have turned into a superpower that resembles the kind of empire we rebelled against in the first place: a self-interested giant trying to hold on to an order—a sense of control—that never existed. We can recoil from the Trump presidencies as some aberration while refusing to see that they are only possible in this country.
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			The United States has always contained multitudes, for good and bad, and the passage of time does not inevitably bring progress. Consider, for instance, that Abraham Lincoln’s second inaugural address took place one hundred and sixty years before Donald Trump’s and reflected a far more equitable and enlightened view of the country. In place of a call for Americans to conceive of themselves as having obligations to one another and to a just God who compels us to rectify our sins, we have a president who insists that God saved him to save America and that teaching our children the truth about their past is teaching them to hate the country.

			Yes, the United States has grown bigger, richer, more powerful over time. But that success does not mean that we have become inexorably better. Indeed, the most powerful words spoken by Americans consistently highlight the gap between who we are and who we aspire to be, and demand that we do the hard work of closing that gap. The progress that we have made, the fairness and equality that has been achieved, has never been inevitable—most often, it has been won through extraordinary efforts that were synergistic with extraordinary spoken words.

			This can make change seem inevitable in retrospect. A lonely voice like Maria Stewart made arguments for abolition and empowerment that were audaciously out of the mainstream. An activist like Frederick Douglass spread those ideas to wider audiences in speeches that persuaded others to change their minds and inspired them to take action. A politician like Abraham Lincoln validated those ideas from a position of power, blending the politician’s sense of timing with the activist’s sense of justice. Americans doing the work of making the United States a more perfect union. Exceptionalism as the pursuit—not the reality—of a more perfect union.

			This progressive exceptionalism has always coexisted with reactionary forces on behalf of that more fixed idea of American exceptionalism: that we are inherently right, chosen for greatness, and therefore justified in our actions. This is not just wrong, it is dangerous. It justifies the tolerance of all manner of inequities. It delegitimizes the self-criticism necessary for self-improvement. It absolves the country of the accountability for its sins that Lincoln insisted upon. In the wrong hands, it can justify anything, including the absence of any moral framework for our choices. How we use our awesome power. How we treat one another.

			The second Trump presidency is the kind of dark place where the breakdown of a moral framework can lead. A venal, narcissistic pursuer of power for power’s sake is venerated. Grown-up politicians compete for his attention like children. Institutions capitulate. Laws are disregarded. Cynicism spreads throughout the body politic. A cancer upon Constitutional democracy could, if untreated, prove fatal to it. Trump demonstrates what happens when self-justifying exceptionalism is transitioned from the nation to one man.

			Like those of other authoritarian leaders, Trump’s emergence owed something to his ability to frighten and embolden a crowd into submitting to his leadership. Yet it also depended upon the breakdown of our capacity to talk to one another. It is no coincidence that Trump came to dominate our politics just as our experience of a shared reality was shattered by the internet and social media; when a combination of unbridled capitalism and unregulated technology diminished our attention spans, denied us a shared set of facts, and determined that extremism was more profitable than responsibility.
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			I am mindful that I have written this book about consequential speeches at a time when they are a rarity. We live in an age of cruder communication. Meanwhile, Donald Trump has lowered our expectations—lies are as legitimate as truth; insults are more common than inspiration; self-aggrandizement has taken the place of appeals for sacrifice or shared interest. Many of those who disagree with Trump feel compelled to mimic his manner or forms of communication, following that understandable impulse to learn from someone else’s success. Whereas the best speeches have summoned us to become a better version of ourselves, Trump’s speeches have done the opposite: lowering not just our expectations for him or the presidency, but for ourselves as well.

			Yet that is why we desperately need to find the words that will help us understand why and how the United States can move in a new direction. When we lack a shared national identity, we need storytelling that reimagines what binds us together. When the distance between the reality of America and its aspirations for fairness and equality expands, we need people to insist upon closing it. When people are being demoralized by cynicism and apathy, they need to hear why what is happening matters, and what we can do to make things change. They need movement-building, which has so often been propelled forward through spoken words.

			Precisely because the United States is a country founded with no fixed geographic, ethnic, or religious identity, we lack the ingrained and shared moral framework that comes from the kind of traditions that animated a man like Red Jacket. We have no common story of divine creation, no single racial or tribal solidarity, no connection to a piece of land, which characterizes many other peoples and nations. What we have are words. The words written into the Declaration of Independence, which created a civic creed that could be the North Star for our national identity. The words of speeches spoken by Americans who call us to be that better version of ourselves.

			Progress is not inevitable, but nor is our reactionary present. Autocrats want you to believe that your voice is no different from silence, but history shows that this isn’t true. Words matter. But if we don’t enlist them, if we don’t tell a different story filled with the rich tributaries of our activist past, if people don’t speak out in the public square and build new movements that draw upon the examples of those who came before, then the words of the Declaration of Independence will remain subordinate to an entirely different idea of American identity: one in which might makes right and not the other way around.

			“All we say to America,” Martin Luther King said the night before he was killed, “is ‘be true to what you said on paper.’ ”[1] Those words about equality, liberty, and happiness itself are not self-executing. They must be spoken, again and again, so that the United States can be held accountable to its identity as a nation founded upon a creed; a creed that is aspirational and universal; a creed that is the antidote to the exclusionary form of American identity which leads inexorably to supremacy, suppression, and the destruction of democracy itself. Nations, like people, choose who we are.
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