DOCUMENTS of FREEDOM
History, Government & Economics through Primary Sources

Unit: Liberty and Equality
Reading: The Civil Rights Movement
Activity: The Declaration and Martin Luther King

Handout A: The Declaration and Martin Luther King, Jr.
Excerpts from The Declaration of Independence, 1776
“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.”
Excerpts from Letter from Birmingham Jail, 1963 by Martin Luther King, Jr.
“I have no despair about the future. I have no fear about the outcome of our struggle in
Birmingham, even if our motives are at present misunderstood. We will reach the goal of freedom
in Birmingham, and all over the nation, because the goal of American freedom. Abused and scorned
though we may be, our destiny is tied up with America’s destiny. Before the pilgrims landed at
Plymouth, we were here. Before the pen of Jefferson etched the majestic words of the Declaration
of Independence across the pages of history, we were here. For more than two centuries our
forebears labored in this country without wages; they made cotton king; they built the homes of
their masters while suffering gross injustice and shameful humiliation-and yet out of a bottomless
vitality they continued to thrive and develop. If the inexpressible cruelties of slavery could not stop
us, the opposition we now face will surely fail. We will win our freedom because the sacred heritage
of our nation and the eternal will of God are embodied in our echoing demands.”
Excerpts from the “I Have a Dream Speech”, 1963 by Martin Luther King, Jr.
“So we’ve come here today to dramatize a shameful condition. 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. This note was the promise that all men, yes, black men as
well as white men, would be guaranteed the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness.
It is obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note in so far as her citizens
of color are concerned. Instead of honoring this sacred obligation, America has given the Negro
people a bad check, a check which has come back marked “insufficient funds.” But we refuse to
believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt. We refuse to believe that there are insufficient funds in
the great vaults of opportunity of this nation. And so we have come to cash this check, a check that
will give us upon demand the riches of freedom and the security of justice.”
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Handout A: Page 2
Critical Thinking Questions
1. What documents does Martin Luther King, Jr., refer to several times? Why?
2. What constitutional principles does Martin Luther King, Jr., appeal to many times? Does King
think that those constitutional principles apply to all people equally?
3. Does Martin Luther King, Jr., support or reject the American Dream for African-Americans?
4. Why did Native Americans and American women appeal to American Founding documents and
constitutional principles when arguing for equality and justice?
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