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We come here today to commemorate one of the epoch-making events of 
the long struggle for the rights of man--the long struggle for the uplift 
of humanity. Our country--this great Republic--means nothing unless 
it means the triumph of a real democracy, the triumph of popular 
government, and, in the long run, of an economic system under which 
each man shall be guaranteed the opportunity to show the best that there 
is in him.
There have been two great crises in our country’s history: first, when it 
was formed, and then, again, in the time of stress and strain which 
culminated in the Civil War. If this Republic had been founded only 
to be split asunder, then the judgment of the world would have been 
that Washington’s work was not worth doing. The men who fought 
in the Civil War justified the wisdom of Washington and carried to 
achievement the high purpose of Abraham Lincoln.
In name we had the Declaration of Independence in 1776; but we gave 
the lie by our acts to the words of the Declaration until 1865; and words 
count for nothing except in so far as they represent acts. I care for the 
great deeds of the past chiefly as spurs to drive us onward in the present.
In every wise struggle for human betterment one of the main objects has 
always been to achieve equality of opportunity. In our day, it appears as 
the struggle of freemen to gain and hold the right of self-government as 
against special interests, who twist the methods of free government into 
machinery for defeating the popular will. The essence of the struggle is 
to equalize opportunity, destroy privilege, and give to every citizen the 
highest possible value both to himself and to the commonwealth. That is 
nothing new. All I ask in civil life is what you fought for in the Civil 
War.
Practical equality of opportunity will have two great results. First, every 
man will have a fair chance to reach the highest point his capacities can 
carry him. Second, equality of opportunity means that the commonwealth 
will get from every citizen the highest service of which he is capable. I 
stand for the square deal. When I say I want a square deal for the poor 
man, I do not mean for the man who will not work for himself. If a 
man who has had a chance will not make good, then he has got to quit.
The people of the United States must control the mighty commercial 
forces which they have called into being. No man should receive a dollar 
unless it has been fairly earned. Every dollar received should represent 
a dollar’s worth of service rendered. We need laws to regulate child labor, 
work for women, better safety in industry, and proper education for 
daily life and work. We need to enforce justice against violence, corporate 
greed, and corruption, and remember justice for all sides.
The object of government is the welfare of the people. Just in proportion 
as the average man and woman are honest, capable of sound judgment 
and high ideals, active in public affairs, just so far may we count 
our civilization a success. We must have a moral awakening and also 
social and economic laws to support it. In the last analysis, the most 
important elements in any man’s career must be the sum of those 
qualities which make him a good citizen.



“Five score years ago a great American in whose symbolic shadow 
we stand today signed the Emancipation Proclamation. This 
momentous decree is a great beacon light of hope to millions 
of Negro slaves who had been seared in the flames of withering 
injustice. It came as a joyous daybreak to end the long night 
of their captivity. But 100 years later the Negro still is not 
free. One hundred years later the life of the Negro is still 
badly crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of 
discrimination. One hundred years later the Negro lives on a 
lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of material 
prosperity. One hundred years later the Negro is still languished 
in the corners of American society and finds himself in exile in 
his own land. 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 a 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. . . .

I say to you today, my friends, though, 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, live out the true meaning of 
its creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men 
are created equal.” 

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. I have a dream . . .

I have a dream today . . .”
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