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Democracy in America by Alexis De Tocqueville

OF INDIVIDUALISM IN DEMOCRATIC COUNTRIES
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…Individualism is a novel expression, to which a novel idea has given birth. Our
fathers were only acquainted with selfishness (égoïsme). Selfishness is a passionate
and exaggerated love of self which leads a man to connect everything with himself
and to prefer himself to everything in the world. Individualism is a mature and
calm feeling which disposes each member of the community to sever himself from
the mass of his fellows and to draw apart with his family and his friends, so that,
after he has thus formed a little circle of his own, he willingly leaves society at large
to itself. Selfishness originates in blind instinct: individualism proceeds from
erroneous judgment more than from depraved feelings; it originates as much in
deficiencies of mind as in perversity of heart.
Selfishness blights the germ of all virtue: individualism, at first, only saps the
virtues of public life; but, in the long run, it attacks and destroys all others and is at
length absorbed in downright selfishness. Selfishness is a vice as old as the world,
which does not belong to one form of society more than to another; individualism is
of democratic origin, and it threatens to spread in the same ratio as the equality of
condition.
…As social conditions become more equal, the number of persons increases
who, although they are neither rich nor powerful enough to exercise any great
influence over their fellows, have nevertheless acquired or retained sufficient
education and fortune to satisfy their own wants. They owe nothing to any man,
{and} they expect nothing from any man; they acquire the habit of always
considering themselves as standing alone, and they are apt to imagine that their
whole destiny is in their hands.
Thus, not only does democracy make every man forget his ancestors, but it
hides his descendants and separates his contemporaries from him; it throws him
back forever upon himself alone and threatens in the end to confine him entirely
within the solitude of his own heart…
THAT THE AMERICANS COMBAT THE EFFECTS OF INDIVIDUALISM BY
FREE INSTITUTIONS
…When the members of a community are forced to attend to public affairs,
they are necessarily drawn from the circle of their own interests and snatched at
times from self-observation. As soon as a man begins to treat of public affairs in
public, he begins to perceive that he is not so independent of his fellow-men as he
had at first imagined and that, in order to obtain their support, he must often lend
them his cooperation…
The Americans have combatted by free institutions the tendency of equality to
keep men asunder, and they have subdued it. The legislators of America did not
suppose that a general representation of the whole nation would suffice to ward off a
disorder at once so natural to the frame of democratic society and so fatal; they also
thought that it would be well to infuse political life into each portion of the territory,
in order to multiply to an infinite extent opportunities of acting in concert for all the
members of the community and to make them constantly feel their mutual
dependence on each other. The plan was a wise one…
It is difficult to draw a man out of his own circle to interest him in the destiny
of the state, because he does not clearly understand what influence the destiny of the
state can have upon his own lot. But if it be proposed to make a road cross the end
of his estate, he will see at a glance that there is a connection between this small
public affair and his greatest private affairs; and he will discover, without its being
shown to him, the close tie which unites private to general interest. Thus, far more
may be done by entrusting to the citizens the administration of minor affairs than
by surrendering to them the control of important ones, toward interesting them in
the public welfare and convincing them that they constantly stand in need one of
another in order to provide for it…
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…Americans of all ages, all conditions, and all dispositions constantly form
associations. They have not only commercial and manufacturing companies, in
which all take part, but associations of a thousand other kinds---religious, moral,
serious, futile, general or restricted, enormous or diminutive. The Americans make
associations to give entertainments, to found seminaries, to build inns, to construct
churches, to diffuse books, to send missionaries to the antipodes; they found in this
manner hospitals, prisons, and schools. If it be proposed to inculcate some truth, or
to foster some feeling, by the encouragement of a great example, they form a society.
Wherever, at the head of some new undertaking, you see the government in France,
or a man of rank in England, in the United States you will be sure to find an
association…
Feelings and opinions are recruited, the heart is enlarged, and the human mind
is developed only by the reciprocal influence of men upon each other. I have shown
that these influences are almost null in democratic countries; they must therefore be
artificially created, and this can only be accomplished by associations…
Governments, therefore, should not be the only active powers; associations
ought, in democratic nations, to stand in lieu of those powerful private individuals
whom the equality of conditions has swept away.
As soon as several of the inhabitants of the United States have taken up an
opinion or a feeling which they wish to promote in the world, they look out for
mutual assistance and, as soon as they have found each other out, they combine.
From that moment they are no longer isolated men but a power seen from afar,
whose actions serve for an example and whose language is listened to. The first time
I heard in the United States that a hundred thousand men had bound themselves
publicly to abstain from spirituous liquors, it appeared to me more like a joke than
a serious engagement; and I did not at once perceive why these temperate citizens
could not content themselves with drinking water by their own firesides. I at last
understood that these hundred thousand Americans, alarmed by the progress of
drunkenness around them, had made up their minds to patronize temperance.
They acted just in the same way as a man of high rank who should dress very
plainly, in order to inspire the humbler orders with a contempt of luxury. It is
probable that, if these hundred thousand men had lived in France, each of them
would singly have memorialized the government to watch the public houses all over
the kingdom.
Nothing, in my opinion, is more deserving of our attention than the intellectual
and moral associations of America. The political and industrial associations of that
country strike us forcibly; but the others elude our observation, or, if we discover
them, we understand them imperfectly, because we have hardly ever seen anything
of the kind. It must, however, be acknowledged that they are as necessary to the
American people as the former, and perhaps more so. In democratic countries the
science of association is the mother of science; the progress of all the rest depends
upon the progress it has made.
Amongst the laws which rule human societies, there is one which seems to be
more precise and clear than all others. If men are to remain civilized, or to become
so, the art of associating together must grow and improve in the same ratio in which
the equality of conditions is increased.
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WHEN IN THE COURSE OF HUMAN EVENTS it becomes necessary for one people to
dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among
the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of
Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they
should declare the causes which impel them to separation.
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life,
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That, to secure these rights, Governments are
instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed; that,
whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the
People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on
such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to
effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long
established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all
experience has shown that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable,
than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a
long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design
to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such
Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security. Such has been the
patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which contrains them to
alter their former Systems of Government. The history of the present King of Great
Britain is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the
establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts be
submitted to a candid world…
We, Therefore, the Representatives of the United States of America, in General
Congress, Assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our
intentions, do, in the Name, and by Authority of the good People of these Colonies,
solemnly publish and declare, that these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free
and Independent States; that they are Absolved from all Allegiance to the British Crown,
and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain, is and ought
to be totally dissolved; and that as Free and Independent States, they have full Power to
levy War, conclude Peace, contract Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts
and Things which Independent States may of right do. And for the support of this
Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we mutually
pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.
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Editor’s note:
African American people in America took the words of the Declaration of
Independence seriously. It seemed to them a shocking hypocrisy that 700,000
people should be held in bondage while the nation fought a war under the banner of
liberty and equality. The following petition against slavery was presented to the
Massachusetts House of Representation on January 13, 1777.
The Petition of a great number of blacks detained in a state of slavery in the bowels of a
free and Christian country humbly shows that your petitioners apprehend that they have
in common with all other men a natural an unalienable right to that freedom which the
Great Parent of the universe has bestowed equally on all mankind and which they have
never forfeited by any compact or agreement whatever. But they were unjustly dragged by
the hand of cruel power from their dearest friends and some of them even torn from the
embraces of their tender parents, from a populous, pleasant, and plentiful country and in
violation of laws of nature and of nations and in defiance of all the tender feelings of
humanity, brought here either to be sold like beasts of burden and, like them, condemned
to slavery for life---among a people professing the mild religion of Jesus; a people not
insensible of the secrets of rational being, nor without spirit to resent the unjust endeavors
of others to reduce them to a state of bondage and subjection. Your Honor need not be
informed that a life of slavery like that of your petitioners, deprived of every social
privilege of everything requisite to render life tolerable, is far worse than nonexistence.
In imitation of the laudable example of the good people of these states, your petitioners
have long and patiently awaited the event of petition after petition presented by them to the
legislative body of this state, and cannot but with grief reflect that their success has been
but too similar. They cannot express their astonishment that it has never been considered
that every principle from which America has acted in the course of their unhappy
difficulties with Great Britain pleads stronger than a thousand arguments in favor of your
petitioners.
They therefore humbly beseech Your Honors to give this petition its due weight and
consideration, and cause an act of legislation to be passed whereby they may be restored to
the enjoyments of that which is the natural right of all men, and that their children, who
were born in this land of liberty, may not be held as slaves after they arrive at the age of
twenty-one years. So may the inhabitants of this state, no longer chargeable with the
inconsistency of acting themselves the part which they condemn and oppose in others, be
prospered in their present glorious struggle for liberty and have those blessings for
themselves.
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Democracy in America

by Alexis de Tocqueville

Unlimited Power of the Majority in the United States and Its Consequences
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TYRANNY OF THE MAJORITY
I hold it to be an impious and detestable maxim that, politically speaking, the people have a
right to do anything; and yet I have asserted that all authority originates in the will of the
majority. Am I, then, in contradiction with myself?
A general law, which bears the name of justice, has been made and sanctioned, not
only by a majority of this or that people, but by a majority of mankind. The rights of every
people are therefore confined within the limits of what is just. A nation may be considered
as a jury which is empowered to represent society at large and to apply justice, which is its
law. Ought such a jury, which represents society, to have more power than the society
itself, whose laws it executes?
When I refuse to obey an unjust law, I do not contest the right of the majority to
command, but I simply appeal from the sovereignty of the people to the sovereignty of
mankind. Some have not feared to assert that a people can never outstep the boundaries of
justice and reason in those affairs which are peculiarly its own and that, consequently, full
power may be given to the majority by which they are represented. But this is the language
of a slave.
A majority taken collectively is only an individual, whose opinions, and frequently
whose interests, are opposed to those of another individual, who is styled a minority. If it
be admitted that a man possessing absolute power may misuse that power by wronging his
adversaries, why should not a majority be liable to the same reproach? Men do not change
their characters by uniting with each other; nor does their patience in the presence of
obstacles increase with their strength. For my own part, I cannot believe it; the power to
do everything, which I should refuse to one of my equals, I will never grant to any number
of them.
…Unlimited power is in itself a bad and dangerous thing. Human beings are not
competent to exercise it with discretion. God alone can be omnipotent, because his wisdom
and his justice are always equal to his power. There is no power on earth so worthy of
honor in itself, or clothed with rights so sacred, that I would admit its uncontrolled and allpredominant authority. When I see that the right and the means of absolute command are
conferred on any power whatever, be it called a people or a king, an aristocracy or a
democracy, a monarchy or a republic, I say there is the germ of tyranny, and I seek to live
elsewhere, under other laws.
In my opinion, the main evil of the present democratic institutions of the United States
does not arise, as is often asserted in Europe, from their weakness but from their
irresistible strength. I am not so much alarmed at the excessive liberty which reigns in that
country as at the inadequate securities which one finds there against tyranny…

40

THE GREATEST DANGERS OF THE AMERICAN REPUBLICS PROCEED FROM THE
OMNIPOTENCE OF THE MAJORITY

45

…If ever the free institutions of America are destroyed, that even it may be attributed to
the omnipotence of the majority, which may at some future time urge the minorities to
desperation, and oblige them to have recourse to physical force. Anarchy will then be the
result, but it will have been brought about by despotism…
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Elizabeth C. Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, Matilda J. Cage

WOMAN’S RIGHTS CONVENTION. A Convention to discuss the social, civil, and
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religious condition and rights of woman, will be held in the Wesleyan Chapel, at Seneca Falls,
N.Y., on Wednesday and Thursday, the 19th and 20th of July, current; commencing at 10:00 o’clock
A.M. During the first day the meeting will be exclusively for women, who are earnestly invited to
attend. The public generally are invited to be present on the second day, when Lucretia Mott, of
Philadelphia, and other ladies and gentlemen, will address the convention.
This call, without signature, was issued by Lucretia Mott, Martha C. Wright, Elizabeth
Cady Stanton, and Mary Ann McClintock. At this time Mrs. Mott was visiting her sister
Mrs. Wright, at Auburn, and attending the Yearly Meeting of Friends in Western New
York. Mrs. Stanton, having recently removed from Boston to Seneca Falls, finding the
most congenial associations in Quaker families, met Mrs. Mott incidentally for the first
time since her residence there. They at once returned to the topic they had so often
discussed, walking arm in arm in the streets of London and Boston, “the propriety of
holding a woman’s convention.” These four ladies, sitting round the tea-table of Richard
Hunt, a prominent Friend near Waterloo, decided to put their long-talked of resolution
into action, and before the twilight deepened into night, the call was written, and sent to the
Seneca County Courier. On Sunday morning they met in Mrs. McClintock’s parlor to write
their declaration, resolutions, and to consider subjects for speeches. As the convention was
to assemble in three days, the time was short for such productions; but having no
experience in the modus operandi of getting up conventions, nor in that kind of literature,
they were quite innocent of the herculean labors they proposed. On the first attempt to
frame a resolution; to crowd a complete thought, clearly and concisely, into three lines;
they felt as helpless and hopeless as if they had been suddenly asked to construct a steam
engine. And the humiliating fact may as well now be recorded that before taking the
initiative step, those ladies resigned themselves to a faithful perusal of various masculine
productions. The reports of Peace, Temperance, and Anti-Slavery conventions were
examined, but all alike seemed too tame and pacific for the inauguration of a rebellion
such as the world had never before seen. They knew women had wrongs, but how to
state them was the difficulty, and this was increased from the fact that they themselves
were fortunately organized and conditioned; they were neither “sour old maids,”
“childless women,” nor “divorced wives,” as the newspapers declared them to be. While
they had felt the insults incident to sex, in many ways, as every proud, thinking woman
must, in the laws, religion, and literature of the world, and in the invidious and degrading
sentiments and customs of all nations, yet they had not in their own experience endured the
coarser forms of tyranny resulting from unjust laws, or associations with immoral and
unscrupulous men, but they had souls large enough to feel the wrongs of others, without
being scarified in their own flesh.
After much delay, one of the circle took up the Declaration of 1776, and read it aloud
with much spirit and emphasis, and it was at once decided to adopt the historic document,
with some slight changes such as substituting “all men” for “King George.” Knowing that
women must have more to complain of than men under any circumstances possibly could,
and seeing the Fathers had eighteen grievances, a protracted search was made through
statute books, church usages, and the customs of society to find that exact number. Several
well-disposed men assisted in collecting the grievances, until, with the announcement of the
eighteenth, the women felt they had enough to go before the world with a good case. One
youthful lord remarked, “Your grievances must be grievous indeed, when you are obliged
to go to books in order to find them out.”
6

Seneca Falls Convention (1848)

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

Elizabeth C. Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, Matilda J. Cage

The eventful day dawned at last, and crowds in carriages and on foot, wended their
way to the Wesleyan church. When those having charge of the Declaration, the resolutions,
and several volumes of the Statutes of New York arrived on the scene, lo! the door was
locked. However, an embryo Professor of Yale College was lifted through an open window
to unbar the door; that done, the church was quickly filled. It had been decided to have no
men present, but as they were already on the spot, and as the women who must take the
responsibility of organizing the meeting, and leading the discussions, shrank from doing
either, it was decided, in a hasty council round the altar, that this was an occasion when
men might make themselves pre-eminently useful. It was agreed they should remain, and
take the laboring oar through the Convention.
James Mott, tall and dignified, in Quaker costume, was called to the chair; Mary
McClintock appointed Secretary, Frederick Douglass, Samuel Tillman, Ansel Bascom,
E.W. Capron, and Thomas McClintock took part throughout in the discussions. Lucretia
Mott, accustomed to public speaking in the Society of Friends, stated the objects of the
Convention, and in taking a survey of the degraded conditions of woman in the world over,
showed the importance of inaugurating some movement for her education and elevation.
Elizabeth and Mary McClintock, and Mrs. Stanton, each read a well written speech;
Martha Wright read some satirical articles she had published in the daily papers
answering the diatribes on woman’s sphere. Ansel Bascom, who had been a member of the
Constitutional Convention recently held in Albany, spoke at length on the property bill for
married women, just passed the Legislature, and the discussion on woman’s rights in that
Convention. Samuel Tillman, a young student of law, read a series of the most
exasperating statutes for women, from English and American jurists, all reflecting the
tender mercies of men toward their wives, in taking care of their property and protecting
them in their civil rights.
The Declaration having been freely discussed by many present, was reread by Mrs.
Stanton, and with some slight amendments adopted.
DECLARATION OF SENTIMENTS. When, in the course of human events, it
becomes necessary for one portion of the family of man to assume among the people of the
earth a position different from that which they have hitherto occupied, but one to which the
laws of nature and of nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of
mankind requires that they should declare the causes that impel them to such a course.
We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal; that
they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights governments are
instituted, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed. Whenever any
form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of those who suffer
from it to refuse allegiance to it, and to insist upon the institution of a new government,
laying its foundation on such principles, and organizing its powers in such form, as to them
shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness. Prudence, in deed, will dictate
that governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes;
and accordingly all experience hath shown that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while
evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they were
accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the
same object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism, it is their duty to
throw off such government, and to provide new guards for their future security. Such has
been the patient sufferance of the women under this government, and such is now the
necessity which constrains them to demand the equal station to which they are entitled.
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Elizabeth C. Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, Matilda J. Cage

The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of
man toward woman, having in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over
her. To prove this, let facts be submitted to a candid world.
He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective franchise.
He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no voice.
He has withheld from her rights which are given to the most ignorant and degraded
men—both natives and foreigners.
Having deprived her of this first right of a citizen, the elective franchise, thereby
leaving her without representation in the halls of legislation, he has oppressed her on all
sides.
He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead.
He has taken from her all right in property, even to the wages she earns.
He has made her, morally, an irresponsible being, as she can commit many crimes with
impunity, provided they be done in the presence of her husband. In the covenant of
marriage, she is compelled to promise obedience to her husband, he becoming, to all intents
and purposes, her master—the law giving him power to deprive her of her liberty, and to
administer chastisement.
He has so framed the laws of divorce, as to what shall be the proper causes, and in case
of separation, to whom the guardianship of the children shall be given, as to be wholly
regardless of the happiness of women—the law, in all cases, going upon a false supposition
of the supremacy of man, and giving all power into his hands.
After depriving her of all rights as a married woman, if single, and the owner of
property, he has taxed her to support a government which recognizes her only when her
property can be made profitable to it.
He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employments, and from those she is
permitted to follow, she receives but a scanty remuneration. He closes against her all the
avenues to wealth and distinction which he considers most honorable to himself. As a
teacher of theology, medicine, or law, she is not known.
He has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education, all colleges being
closed against her.
He allows her in Church, as well as State, but a subordinate position, claiming
Apostolic authority for her exclusion from the ministry, and, with some exceptions, from
any public participation in the affairs of the Church.
He has created a false public sentiment by giving to the world a different code of
morals for men and women, by which moral delinquencies which exclude women from
society, are not only tolerated, but deemed of little account in man.
He has usurped the prerogative of Jehovah himself, claiming it as his right to assign for
her a sphere of action, when that belongs to her conscience and to her God. He has
endeavored, in every way that he could, to destroy her confidence in her own powers, to
lessen her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent and abject life.
Now, in view of this entire disfranchisement of one-half the people of this country, their
social and religious degradation—in view of the unjust laws above mentioned, and because
women do feel themselves aggrieved, oppressed, and fraudulently deprived of their most
sacred rights, we insist that they have immediate admission to all the rights and privileges
which belong to them as citizens of the United States.
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Elizabeth C. Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, Matilda J. Cage

In entering upon the great work before us, we anticipate no small amount of
misconception, misrepresentation, and ridicule; but we shall use every instrumentality
within our power to effect our object. We shall employ agents, circulate tracts, petition the
State and National legislatures, and endeavor to enlist the pulpit and the press in our
behalf. We hope this Convention will be followed by a series of Conventions embracing
every part of the country.
The following resolutions were discussed by Lucretia Mott, Thomas and Mary Ann
McClintock, Amy Post, Catharine A. F. Stebbins, and others, and were adopted:
WHEREAS, The great precept of nature is conceded to be, that “man shall pursue his
own true and substantial happiness.” Blackstone in his Commentaries remarks, that this
law of Nature being coeval with mankind, and dictated by God himself, is of course
superior in obligation to any other. It is binding over all the globe, in all countries and at
all times; no human laws are of any validity if contrary to this, and such of them as are
valid, derive all their force, and all their validity, and all their authority, mediately and
immediately, from this original; therefore,
Resolved, That such laws as conflict, in any way, with the true and substantial
happiness of woman, are contrary to the great precept of nature and of no validity, for this
is “superior in obligation to any other.”
Resolved, That all laws which prevent woman from occupying such a station in society
as her conscience shall dictate, or which place her in a position inferior to that of man, are
contrary to the great precept of nature, and therefore of no force or authority.
Resolved, That woman is man’s equal—was intended to be so by the Creator, and the
highest good of the race demands that she should be recognized as such.
Resolved, That the women of this country ought to be enlightened in regard to the laws
under which they live, that they may no longer publish their degradation by declaring
themselves satisfied with their present position, nor their ignorance, by asserting that they
have all the rights they want.
Resolved, That inasmuch as man, while claiming for himself intellectual superiority,
does accord to woman moral superiority, it is pre-eminently his duty to encourage her to
speak and teach, as she has an opportunity, in all religious assemblies.
Resolved, That the same amount of virtue, delicacy, and refinement of behavior that
is required of woman in the social state should also be required of man, and the same
transgressions should be visited with equal severity on both man and woman.
Resolved, That the objection of indelicacy and impropriety, which is so often
brought against woman when she addresses a public audience, comes with a very ill-grace
from those who encourage, by their attendance, her appearance on the stage, in the
concert, or in feats of the circus.
Resolved, That woman has too long rested satisfied in the circumscribed limits
which corrupt customs and a perverted application of the Scriptures have marked out for
her, and that it is time she should move in the enlarged sphere which her great Creator has
assigned her.
Resolved, That it is the duty of the women of this country to secure to themselves
their sacred right to the elective franchise.
Resolved, That the equality of human rights results necessarily from the fact of the
identity of the race in capabilities and responsibilities.
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Resolved, therefore, That, being invested by the Creator with the same capabilities, and
the same consciousness of responsibility for their exercise, it is demonstrably the right and
duty of woman, equally with man, to promote every righteous cause by every righteous
means; and especially in regard to the great subjects of morals and religion, it is selfevidently her right to participate with her brother in teaching them, both in private and in
public, by writing and by speaking, by any instrumentalities proper to be used, and in any
assemblies proper to be held; and this being a self-evident truth growing out of the divinely
implanted principles of human nature, any custom or authority adverse to it, whether
modern or wearing the hoary sanction of antiquity, is to be regarded as a self-evident
falsehood, and at war with mankind.
At the last session Lucretia Mott offered and spoke to the following resolution:
Resolved, That the speedy success of our cause depends upon the zealous and untiring
efforts of both men and women, for the overthrow of the monopoly of the pulpit, and for
the securing to woman an equal participation with men in the various trades, professions
and commerce.
The only resolution that was not unanimously adopted was the ninth, urging the
women of the country to secure to themselves the elective franchise. Those who took part
in the debate feared a demand for the right to vote would defeat others they deemed more
rational, and make the whole movement ridiculous.
But Mrs. Stanton and Frederick Douglass, seeing that the power to choose rulers and
make laws was the right by which all others could be secured, persistently advocated the
resolution, and at last carried it by a small majority.
Thus it will be seen that the Declaration and resolutions in the very first Convention,
demanded all the most radical friends of the movement have since claimed—such as equal
rights in the universities, in the trades, and professions; the right to vote; to share in all
political offices, honors, and emoluments; to complete equality in marriage, to personal
freedom, property, wages, children; to make contracts; to sue, and be sued; and to testify in
courts of justice. At this time the condition of married women under the Common Law,
was nearly as degraded as that of the slave on the Southern plantation. The Convention
continued through two entire days, and late into the evenings. The deepest interest was
manifested to its close.
The proceedings were extensively published, unsparingly ridiculed by the press, and
denounced by the pulpit, much to the surprise and chagrin of the leaders. Being deeply in
earnest, and believing their demands pre-eminently wise and just, they were wholly
unprepared to find themselves the target for the jibes and jeers of the nation. The
Declaration was signed by one hundred men, and women, many of whom withdrew their
names as soon as the storm of ridicule began to break. The comments of the press were
carefully preserved, and it is curious to see that the same old arguments and objections rife
at the start, are reproduced by the press of today. But the brave protests sent out from this
Convention touched a responsive chord in the hearts of women all over the country.
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EDITOR’S NOTE: This is an excerpt from an address delivered by Douglass in Rochester, New
York, on July 5, 1852.

…The papers and placards say, that I am to deliver a 4th of July oration. This certainly
sounds large, and of the common way, for me…I have said that the Declaration of
Independence is the RING-BOLT to the chain of your nation’s destiny; so, indeed, I regard
it. The principles contained in that instrument are saving principles. Stand by those
principles, be true to them on all occasions, in all places, against all foes, and at whatever
cost…
Fellow citizens, I am not wanting in respect for the fathers of this republic. The signers
of the Declaration of Independence were brave men. They were great men too—great
enough to give fame to a great age. It does not often happen to a nation to raise, at one
time, such a number of truly great men. The point from which I am compelled to view
them is not, certainly, the most favorable; and yet I cannot contemplate their great deeds
with less than admiration. They were statesmen, patriots and heroes, and for the good they
did, and the principles they contended for, I will unite with you to honor their
memory…They were great in their day and generation. Their solid manhood stands out
the more as we contrast it with these degenerate times…
Fellow-citizens, pardon me, allow me to ask, why am I called upon to speak here
today? What have I, or those I represent, to do with your national independence? Are the
great principles of political freedom and of natural justice, embodied in that Declaration of
Independence, extended to us? And am I, therefore, called upon to bring our humble
offering to the national altar, and to confess the benefits and express devout gratitude for
the blessings resulting from your independence to us?
Would to God, both for your sakes and ours, that an affirmative answer could be
truthfully returned to these questions!
…This Fourth of July is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn. To drag a
man in fetters into the grand illuminated temple of liberty, and call upon him to join you in
joyous anthems, were inhuman mockery and sacrilegious irony. Do you mean, citizens, to
mock me, by asking me to speak today?
…Fellow-citizens; above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear the mournful wail of
millions! Whose chains, heavy and grievous yesterday rendered more intolerable by the
jubilee shouts that reach them…My subject, then fellow-citizens, is AMERICAN
SLAVERY. I shall see, this day, and its popular characteristics, from the slave’s point of
view. Standing, there, identified with the American bondman, making his wrongs mine, I
do not hesitate to declare, with all my soul, that the character and conduct of this nation
never looked blacker to me than on this 4th of July!
…What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer; a day that reveals to him,
more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the
constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, and unholy
license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and
heartless; your denunciations of tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty
and equality, hollow mockery; your prayer and hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings,
with all your religious parade, and solemnity, are, to him, mere bombast, fraud, deception,
impiety, and hypocrisy—a thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of
savages. There is not a nation on the earth guilty of practices, more shocking and bloody,
that are the people of these United States, at this very hour…
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…Allow me to say, in conclusion, notwithstanding the dark picture I have this day
presented of the state of the nation, I do not despair of this country. There are forces in
operation, which must inevitably work the downfall of slavery. “The arm of the Lord is not
shortened,” and the doom of slavery is certain. I, therefore, leave off where I began, with
hope. While drawing encouragement from the Declaration of Independence, the great
principles it contains…
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The following is an excerpt from a speech given by Abraham Lincoln concerning the Dred Scott
Decision, a controversial Supreme Court case.

Fellow-Citizens: I am here to-night, partly by the invitation of some of you, and partly by
my own inclination. Two weeks ago Judge Douglas spoke here on the several subjects of
Kansas, the Dred Scott decision, and Utah. I listened to the speech at the time, and have
read the report of it since. It was intended to controvert opinions which I think just, and to
assail (politically, not personally,) those men who, in common with me, entertain those
opinions. For this reason I wished then, and still wish, to make some answer to it, which I
now take the opportunity of doing….
And now as to the Dred Scott decision. That decision declares two propositions – first,
that a Negro cannot sue in the U.S. Courts, and secondly, that Congress cannot prohibit
slavery in the Territories. It was made by a divided court – dividing differently on the
different points. Judge Douglas does not discuss the merits of the decision; and in that
respect, I shall follow his example, believing I could no more improve on McLean and
Curtis, than he could on Taney.
He denounces all who question the correctness of that decision, as offering violent
resistance to it. But who resists it? Who has, in spite of the decision, declared Dred Scott
free, and resisted the authority of his master over him?
Judicial decisions have two uses – first to absolutely determine the case decided; and
secondly, to indicate to the public how other similar cases will be decided when they arise.
For the latter use, they are called “precedents” and “authorities.”
We believe, as much as Judge Douglas, (perhaps more) in obedience to, and respect
for, the judicial department of government. We think its decisions on Constitutional
questions, when fully settled, should control, not only the particular cases decided, but the
general policy of the country, subject to be disturbed only by amendments of the
Constitution as provided in that instrument itself. More than this would be revolution.
But we think the Dred Scott decision is erroneous. We know the court that made it, has
often overruled its own decisions, and we shall do what we can to have it to overrule this.
We offer no resistance to it.
Judicial decisions are of greater or less authority as precedents, according to
circumstances. That this should be so, accords both with common sense, and the
customary understanding of the legal profession.
If this important decision had been made by the unanimous concurrence of the judges,
and without any apparent partisan bias, and in accordance with legal public expectation,
and with the steady practice of the departments throughout our history, and had been in
no part, based on assumed historical facts which are not really true; or, if wanting in some
of these, it has been before the court more than once, and had there been affirmed and
reaffirmed through a course of years, it then might be, perhaps would be, factious, nay,
even revolutionary, not to acquiesce in it as a precedent.

13

The Dred Scott Decision

Abraham Lincoln

But when, as it is true we find it wanting in all these claims to the public confidence, it
is not resistance, it is not factious, it is not even disrespectful, to treat it as not having yet
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Chief Justice Taney, in his opinion in the Dred Scott case, admits that the language of the
Declaration is broad enough to include the whole human family, but he and Judge Douglas
argue that the authors of that instrument did not intend to include Negroes, by the fact that
they did not at once, actually place them on an equality with the whites. Now this grave
argument comes to just nothing at all, by the other fact, that they did not at once, or ever
afterwards, actually place all white people on an equality with one another. And this is the
staple argument of both the Chief Justice and the Senator, for doing this obvious violence
to the plain, unmistakable language of the Declaration. I think the authors of that notable
instrument intended to include all men, but they did not intend to declare all men equal in
all respects. They did not mean to say all were equal in color, size, intellect, moral
developments or social capacity. They defined with tolerable distinctness, in what respects
they did consider all men created equal – equal in “certain inalienable rights, among which
are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” This they said, and this meant. They did
not mean to assert the obvious untruth, that all were then actually enjoying that equality,
nor yet, that they were about to confer it immediately upon them. In fact, they had no
power to confer such a boon. They meant simply to declare the right, so that the
enforcement of it might follow as fast as circumstances should permit. They meant to set
up a standard maxim for free society, which could be familiar to all, and revered by all;
constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even though never perfectly attained,
constantly approximated, and thereby constantly spreading and deepening its influence,
and augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people of all colors everywhere. The
assertion that “all men are created equal” was of no practical use in effecting our
separation from Great Britain; and it was placed in the Declaration, not for that, but for
future use. Its authors meant it to be, thank God, it is now proving itself, a stumbling block
to those who in after times might seek to turn a free people back into the hateful paths of
despotism. They knew the proneness of prosperity to breed tyrants, and they meant when
such should reappear in this fair land and commence their vocation they should find left
for them at least one hard nut to crack.
I have now briefly expressed my view of the meaning and objects of that part of the
Declaration of Independence which declares that “all men are created equal.” Now let us
hear Judge Douglas’s view of the same subject, as I find it in the printed report of his late
speech. Here it is:
“No man can vindicate the character, motives and conduct of the signers of the
Declaration of Independence, except upon the hypothesis that they referred to
the white race alone, and not to the African, when they declared all men to
have been created equal – that they were speaking of British subjects on this
continent being equal to British subjects born and residing in Great Britain –
that they were entitled to the same inalienable rights, and among them were
enumerated life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. The Declaration was
adopted for the purpose of justifying the colonists in the eyes of the civilized
world in withdrawing their allegiance from the British crown, and dissolving
their connection with the mother country.”
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My good friends, read carefully over some leisure hour, and ponder well upon it – see what
a mere wreck – mangled ruin – it makes of our once glorious Declaration.
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“They were speaking of British subjects on this continent being equal to British
subjects born and residing in Great Britain!” Why, according to this, not only Negroes but
white people outside of Great Britain and America are not spoken of in that instrument.
The English, Irish and Scotch, along with white Americans, were included to be sure, but
the French, Germans, and other white people of the world are all gone to pot along with the
Judge’s inferior races.
I had thought the Declaration promised something better than the condition of British
subjects; but no, it only meant that we should be equal to them in their own oppressed and
unequal condition. According to that, it gave no promise that having kicked off the King
and Lords of Great Britain, we should not at once be saddled with a King and Lords of our
own.
I had thought the Declaration contemplated the progressive improvement in the
condition of all men everywhere; but no, it merely “was adopted for the purpose of
justifying the colonists in the eyes of the civilized world in withdrawing their allegiance
from the British crown, and dissolving their connection with the mother country.” Why
that object having been effected some eighty years ago, the Declaration is of no practical
use now – mere rubbish – old wadding left to rot on the battle-field after the victory is won.
I understand you are preparing to celebrate the “Fourth,” to-morrow week. What
for? The doings of that day had no reference to the present; and quite half of you are not
even descendants of those who were referred to at that day. But I suppose you will
celebrate; and will even go so far as to read the Declaration. Suppose after you read it once
in the old fashioned way, you read it once more with Judge Douglas’ version. It will then
run thus: “We hold these truths to be self-evident that all British subjects who were on this
continent eighty-one years ago, were created equal to all British subjects born and then
residing in Great Britain.
And now I appeal to all – to Democrats as well as other – are you really willing that the
Declaration shall be thus frittered away? – thus left no more at most, than an interesting
memorial of the dead past? Thus shorn of its vitality, and practical value; and left without
the germ or even the suggestion of the individual rights of man in it?...
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Lewis & Clark
The Journey of the Corps of Discovery

The Vote

(excerpt)

By Dayton Duncan

This reading is an excerpt from a speech delivered by Duncan commemorating a
profound moment in the dramatic and courageous expedition of Lewis & Clark.
Exhausted, after crossing the United States and reaching the Pacific Ocean, the
Corps of Discovery faced a momentous decision. Should they spend the winter in
their current location near what is today the Oregon and Washington border; or
should they head eastward and begin the long journey home? At that moment in
the fall of 1805, Lewis and Clark employed a radical leadership technique.
Standing in the exact same location on July 4th, 2000, Dayton Duncan describes
the result in his inspiring speech entitled: “The Vote”.

Dayton Duncan is an award-winning writer and documentary filmmaker and is the
author of LEWIS & CLARK: THE JOURNEY OF THE CORPS OF DISCOVERY,
he also wrote and co-produced with Ken Burns a four-hour PBS documentary by
the same name.
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“With these three matter-of-fact words the members of the expedition could
describe the act of getting up each morning, facing an unknown horizon whose
certainty was another day of hard work, and pushing forward with, if not confidence,
then at least dogged determination to move just a little farther toward that horizon
before the sun went down.”
…That night the stars came out, and the morning of November 24 dawned clear and cold,
with a white frost on the ground. The men were eager to push toward the rising sun. But
the captains delayed them—first to send out hunters; then to air out their sodden clothes
and bedding in the rare sunlight; then to take astronomical observations to fix this spot as
precisely as they could on Clark’s map. Come evening, after some Chinooks stopped by for
a smoke and some trading, the Corps of Discovery was still there.
Then occurred what to me was the most powerfully meaningful single moment of an
expedition filled with powerful, meaningful moments. This moment was beyond
meaningful—it was transcendent. The captains gathered the party together and, in a move
that broke with all the rules of military command and protocol, announced that everyone
would participate in the decision of what to do next.
Out here, on the continent’s farthest shore, beyond what was then the boundary of the
United States, the nation’s first citizens to travel from sea to sea would do the very thing
that defines our democracy—they would conduct a vote.
There is much we simply don’t know about this magnificent moment. Why, for
instance did the captains call for a vote in the first place? As military captains they simply
could have issued an order. But in this case they didn’t. Why?
Personally, I think that while the rest of the party was firmly set on moving upriver,
Lewis and Clark had begun to question whether that was the best option. We only know
their thinking from the reasons Clark recorded in his vote tally, but it’s fair to assume the
captains had been talking it over in the few days since Clark’s return to camp from his
excursion to Long Beach.
If game could be found on the other side of the river—and everyone understood that
without game to hunt, no place would support them for the winter—Lewis now wanted to
stay as close to the ocean as possible. It held out the possibility of seeing a ship by
springtime, he said, and it provided the opportunity to make salt for their food. Besides, he
argued, going upriver and wintering closer to the Rocky Mountains would not speed their
return home: they would still have to wait for the snows to melt before attempting any
crossing next year.
Salt was not a consideration for Clark; he was indifferent to its uses and considered
saltwater, in his words, “evil in as much as it is not helthy.” But he, too, now preferred
wintering near the coast if, as the Clatsops promised, enough elk could be found in the
neighborhood. The chance of getting resupplied by a ship with trade goods was worth
waiting for, he thought.
The other advantage in Clark’s mind was the prospect of a milder climate closer to the
sea. The Indians claimed that winters here brought little snow, he noted, and the unusually
warm November had convinced him they might be right. “If this should be the case,” he
wrote, always concerned for the welfare of his men, “it will most certainly be the best
situation of our naked party dressed as they are altogether in leather.”
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I believe the captains had not previously shared these thoughts with the others. The
“can we go now” sense of the enlisted men’s journals is too strong and too certain to
suggest otherwise. But what’s apparent in those journals must have been even more
apparent to the captains: their men were fully expecting to evacuate the coast at the earliest
chance. Imposing an order contrary to that expectation—even if it ultimately was the best
option—would have done more damage to their morale than the storms and waves and
Point Distress and Cape Disappointment combined.
And so, perhaps more out of the tactics of leadership than pure democratic principles,
the captains called for a vote. This was a stunning—and surprising—act of leadership.
I’m sure the captains had already decided what they hoped the outcome would be. But
there was no guarantee. They were betting that, left to their own devices and allowed to
hear the arguments, the group could be trusted to make the correct decision; and they
knew that, regardless of the outcome, the very act of inclusion strengthens the result. That,
my friends, is the gamble—and the promise—of democracy.
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But how was the vote taken? What was the scene around the campfire on the night of
November 24, 1805? Were there speeches by the captains, questions and counterarguments from the men? Was there a show of hands, a standing division, a ballot, a roll
call answered in turn by each person’s voiced opinion? When York’s vote was solicited,
did anyone grumble or sulk that a black man—a slave—had just been accorded as much
authority as anyone else?
Were eyebrows raised when Sacagawea—an Indian and a woman—had her opinion
recorded? Why wasn’t her husband’s? Was it an oversight or a deliberate omission, some
sort of decision that the Charbonneau family should have a single vote; and that
Sacagawea’s was the one that would count?
Were York and Sacagawea and the men surprised to be asked their opinion in the first
place? Or, by this point in their long journey did it seem matter-of-fact, the natural result
of a process that had steadily bound them together with each mile and each surmounted
obstacle, a process that most certainly had not stripped them of their individuality but had
steadily forced them to see their survival and their success in terms of community, rather
than individually?
We don’t know. The journals don’t tell us. What we do know is the result of the tally,
dutifully set down in Clark’s journal. When the vote was concluded, only Joseph Shields
still wanted to leave immediately and winter upstream at the Sandy River. All the others
were willing to cross the Columbia to what is now Oregon and investigate whether elk and
a suitable site for a fort and a place to make salt could be found. If not, then they would
“proceed on” upriver.
In that case, seven of them—including Clark—were in favor of going all the way to
The Dalles for the winter. Nine—including all three sergeants and Lewis—favored the
Sandy River as the back-up option. Thirteen had no preference, as long as it was upriver.
Sacagawea’s concern was that, wherever they wintered, there be plenty of wapato.
The journals also tell us something else—something as important as the decision itself,
perhaps even more important: They tell us the enlisted men’s perception of what had just
happened. Listen carefully to their words.
Patrick Gass: “At night the party were consulted by the commanding officers, as to the
place most proper for winter quarters.”
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Joseph Whitehouse: “In the evening our officers had the whole party assembled in order to
consult which place would be the best for us to take up our winter quarters at.”
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John Ordway: “Our officers conclude with the opinion of the party to cross the river and
look out a place for winter quarters.”
It’s worth noting that each of them found the event important enough to mention—and
therefore it’s safe to say that they were speaking on behalf of all the others who weren’t
keeping journals. But also consider the words they chose. The captains had “consulted”
with them, and then concluded with their opinion. The decision had been made by “us”
not “them.”
Whatever had prompted the captains to use this extraordinary method, it had worked.
The decision was the one the captains themselves, I believe, would have ordered. But the
process itself had created an even stronger bond within the expedition; thirty-three
individuals merging into a single Corps of Discovery. That’s leadership of the highest
order. And that’s democracy at its best.
We’re gathered here on the Fourth of July, Independence Day—a day that
commemorates and celebrates a radical premise: “We hold these truths to be self-evident,
that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by the creator with certain
unalienable rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”
Thomas Jefferson, the man who conceived the Lewis and Clark expedition and who
was with them, in spirit at least, all the way across the continent, penned the celebrated
Declaration of Independence.
Many of the corps’ members had been alive when that radical premise had first been
proclaimed. All of them had considered Independence Day of such significance that they
made sure to celebrate it each year, wherever they were on their extraordinary journey.
But at Station Camp, on November 24, 1805, they didn’t say those words—they lived
those words and, if only momentarily, breathed new life into them. When York voted, they
were pushing the promise that “all men are created equal” into new territory. When
Sacagawea voted, they took those words and crossed yet another boundary. A day earlier,
when they had emblazoned their names and initials on the windswept trees near camp, they
had stretched the literal boundaries of their nation. They had touched the future, because
the nation itself would follow them toward this shore and encompass it in less than fifty
years.
But on November 24, 1805, when this important decision was reached by the full
participation of every member of the expedition—men and women, black and white,
foreign-born and native born and Native American—at that exquisite moment they also
touched the future, a future that would take our nation more than a hundred years to
reach.
Nearly two centuries later, as we remember the Corps of Discovery, let’s also
remember that we must always be pursuing that horizon. Because the moment we do not
“proceed on” toward it, is the moment that the vital, insistent heartbeat in Thomas
Jefferson’s words stops. And if that ever happens, we will become a nation defined only by
geographic boundaries, not by an enduring promise. Here, on this spot, the Corps of
Discovery stretched those boundaries and gave new life to that enduring promise. Here, on
this spot, the Corps of Discovery stretched those boundaries and gave new life to that
enduring promise. This is hallowed ground.
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Maya Angelou

You may write me down in history
With your bitter, twisted lies,
You may trod me in the very dirt
But still, like dust, I’ll rise.
Does my sassiness upset you?
Why are you beset with gloom?
‘Cause I walk like I’ve got oil wells
Pumping in my living room.
Just like moons and like suns,
With the certainty of tides,
Just like hopes springing high,
Still I’ll rise.
Did you want to see me broken?
Bowed head and lowered eyes?
Shoulders falling down like teardrops,
Weakened by my soulful cries.
Does my haughtiness offend you?
Don’t you take it awful hard
‘Cause I laugh like I’ve got gold mines
Diggin’ in my own back yard.
You may shoot me with your words,
You may cut me with your eyes,
You may kill me with your hatefulness,
But still, like air, I’ll rise.
Does my sexiness upset you?
Does it come as a surprise
That I dance like I’ve got diamonds
At the meeting of my thighs?
Out of the huts of history’s shame
I rise
Up from a past that’s rooted in pain
I rise
I’m a black ocean, leaping and wide,
Welling and swelling I bear in the tide.
Leaving behind nights of terror and fear
I rise
Into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear
I rise
Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave,
I am the dream and the hope of the slave.
I rise
I rise
I rise.
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