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The Long Civil Rights Movement: Violent v. Nonviolent Protest, 1843–1966
BY TIM BAILEY

UNIT OVERVIEW

This unit is one of the Gilder Lehrman Institute’s Teaching Literacy through History™ resources, designed to align to the 
Common Core State Standards. These units were developed to enable students to understand, summarize, and evaluate 
original materials of historical significance. Through a step-by-step process, students will acquire the skills to analyze, assess, 
and develop knowledgeable and well-reasoned viewpoints on primary sources.

Over the course of three to four lessons, the students will analyze four primary source documents. These documents are 
excerpted from Henry Highland Garnet’s “An Address to the Slaves of the United States of America” (1843), William Wells 
Brown’s “Lecture Delivered before the Female Anti-Slavery Society of Salem” (1847), Malcolm X’s “The Ballot or the Bullet” 
(1964), and Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Nonviolence: The Only Road to Freedom” (1966). Students will closely analyze these 
primary sources with the goal of not only understanding the literal but also inferring the subtler messages. Students will 
demonstrate their understanding by completing critical thinking questions, presenting an oral presentation in the form of a 
dramatic culminating activity, and writing an essay.

UNIT OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to

• Identify an author’s major claims and viewpoints

• Summarize the essential message of a speech

• Support an author’s claims using textual evidence

• Write insightful questions focused on a specific topic

• Draw conclusions based on direct evidence found in the text

• Demonstrate an effective oral presentation

• Synthesize multiple sources of information in order to arrive at a logical conclusion that is supported by 
  textual evidence

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

To what extent did civil rights issues for African Americans change or remain the same over the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries?

To what extent did the proposed solutions change or remain the same?
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NUMBER OF CLASS PERIODS: 3–4

GRADE LEVEL(S): 7–12

COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.1: Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.2: Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide an 
accurate summary of the source distinct from prior knowledge or opinions.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.6-8.4: Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including vocabulary 
specific to domains related to history/social studies.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-10.4: Present information, findings, and supporting evidence clearly, concisely, and logically such that 
listeners can follow the line of reasoning and the organization, development, substance, and style are appropriate to purpose, 
audience, and task.
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OVERVIEW

In the first lesson, the students will be asked to consider the Essential Questions, “To what extent did civil rights issues for 
African Americans change or remain the same over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries?” and “To what extent did the 
proposed solutions change or remain the same?” The students will then analyze two speeches. The first is Henry Highland 
Garnet’s “An Address to the Slaves of the United States of America” (1843). The second is William Wells Brown’s “Lecture 
Delivered before the Female Anti-Slavery Society of Salem” (1847). The students will demonstrate their understanding of the 
texts by identifying important parts of the speeches and answering critical thinking questions. 

OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to

• Identify an author’s major claims and viewpoints

• Support an author’s claims using textual evidence

• Answer critical thinking questions based on textual evidence

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Born a slave in Kent County, Maryland, Henry Highland Garnet (1815–1882) escaped with his parents and seven siblings 
in 1824, moving via Wilmington, Delaware, and Bucks County, Pennsylvania, to New York City. He began his education at 
the African Free School in New York, followed by two years at sea as a cabin boy and cook. Garnet continued to pursue his 
education at institutions in Connecticut, New Hampshire, and upstate New York, and was ordained a Presbyterian minister in 
1841. He became active in the anti-slavery movement, harboring fugitive slaves and organizing boycotts of goods produced by 
slave labor. On August 21, 1843, he delivered an address to the National Convention of Colored Citizens in Buffalo, New York. 
His passionate call for violent resistance was too confrontational for even such staunch abolitionists as Frederick Douglass, 
and the convention voted, 19-18, not to endorse the address.

Essayist, novelist, playwright, historian, and autobiographer William Wells Brown (ca. 1814–1884) was probably the most 
accomplished African American man of letters of the nineteenth century. Born a slave in Kentucky, he was hired out for many 
kinds of labor, including working in a print shop and assisting a slave trader in shipping slaves down the Mississippi River for 
sale in New Orleans. On his second attempt to escape slavery, Brown made it to Ohio, where he worked as a boatman on Lake 
Erie and became an anti-slavery writer and activist. In 1849 Brown went to Europe, first to Paris, then to England, where he 
reportedly delivered as many as one thousand anti-slavery lectures in five years. Brown’s skepticism about America drove him 
to encourage black migration to Haiti in 1861–1862, but, heartened by Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, he 
helped recruit for black regiments during the Civil War and afterward remained in the United States.

MATERIALS

• Excerpts from Henry Highland Garnet’s “An Address to the Slaves of the United States of America (Rejected by the 
National Convention, 1843)” in A Memorial Discourse by Rev. Henry Highland Garnet, Delivered in the Hall of the House 
of Representatives, Washington City, D. C. on Sabbath, February 12, 1865 (Philadelphia: Joseph M. Wilson, 1865), pp. 
44–51

• Excerpts from William Wells Brown’s “Lecture Delivered before the Female Anti-Slavery Society of Salem” (1847) in 
William Wells Brown: Clotel & Other Writings (New York: Library of America, 2014)

LESSON 1
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• Analyzing the Speech (2 copies per student)

•  Critical Thinking Questions: Garnet and Wells

PROCEDURE

1. Introduce the Essential Questions: “To what extent did civil rights issues for African Americans change or remain the 
same over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries?” and “To what extent did the proposed solutions change or remain the 
same?”

2. Hand out the excerpts from Henry Highland Garnet’s “An Address to the Slaves of the United States of America” and 
“share read” the text with the students. This is done by having the students follow along silently while you begin to read 
aloud, modeling prosody, inflection, and punctuation. Then ask the class to join in with the reading after a few sentences 
while you continue to read aloud, still serving as the model for the class. This technique will support struggling readers as 
well as English language learners (ELL).

3. Hand out “Analyzing the Speech.” Students select what they believe are the two most important and powerful phrases 
from the speech. Remind students that a phrase does not have to be a full sentence; it could be a piece of text that clearly 
communicates an important or powerful idea.

4. Hand out “Critical Thinking Questions: Garnet and Wells.” Answer the first question as a whole class. Make sure the 
students use and cite evidence from the text to answer the question.

5. Students will now answer the rest of the questions in the top half of the worksheet. Divide the students into groups to 
discuss the questions if they are not ready to work independently.

6. Repeat the process with the excerpts from William Wells Brown’s “Lecture Delivered before the Female Anti-Slavery 
Society of Salem.” If the students are confident with the process, you do not have to have the class answer Critical 
Thinking Question #1 as a whole-group activity.

7. Discuss different interpretations developed by the students or student groups.
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OVERVIEW

In the second lesson the students will carefully analyze two statements about the twentieth-century Civil Rights Movement. 
The first is from a speech by Malcolm X, “The Ballot or the Bullet” (1964). The second is from a speech by Martin Luther 
King Jr., “Nonviolence: The Only Road to Freedom” (1966). The students will demonstrate their understanding of the texts by 
summarizing parts of the speeches and answering critical thinking questions.

OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to

•	 Identify an author’s major claims and viewpoints

•	 Support an author’s claims using textual evidence

•	 Answer critical thinking questions based on textual evidence

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Civil rights activist Malcolm X (1925–1965) was born Malcolm Little in 1925 but changed his name because he did not want 
to use a last name that had been forced upon his family by a slave holder. When Malcolm was young his family suffered at the 
hands of white supremacists. His home was burned down, and his father was probably murdered for speaking out for the rights 
of black Americans; the police called both events accidents. Malcolm joined a controversial group devoted to securing rights 
for African Americans called the Nation of Islam. Malcolm soon became a national spokesman for the group, but left it after 
he became disillusioned with its leadership. He started his own organization, and soon became frustrated at the Civil Rights 
Movement’s lack of progress. When asked what should be done to guarantee equal rights for black Americans, Malcolm X 
replied, “Our objective is complete freedom, justice and equality by any means necessary.”

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (1929–1968) was a civil rights leader who followed the philosophy of change through nonviolence, 
based on the beliefs and methods of Mahatma Gandhi. He promoted a policy of fighting racial discrimination through such 
actions as lunch counter sit-ins, bus boycotts, and peaceful marches and demonstrations. His objective was to let violent 
oppressors demonstrate to the world the moral and legal corruption inherent to racial injustice. When he gave this speech 
in 1966 some people involved in the Civil Rights Movement were advocating violence as a means to racial equality, but King 
believed that violence would provide racists with a rallying point to increase opposition to the Civil Rights Movement.

MATERIALS

• Excerpts from Malcolm X’s “The Ballot or the Bullet,” Cleveland, Ohio, April 3, 1964, in Malcolm X Speaks: Selected 
Speeches and Statements, edited by George Breitman (New York: Grove Press, 1965)

• Excerpts from Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Nonviolence: The Only Road to Freedom,” Ebony (October 1966): 27–34. 
Reprinted by arrangement with The Heirs to the Estate of Martin Luther King Jr., c/o Writers House as agent for the 
proprietor New York, NY. ©1966 Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. © renewed 1994 Coretta Scott King.

• Analyzing the Speech (2 copies per student)

• Critical Thinking Questions: Malcolm X and King

LESSON 2
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PROCEDURE

1. Hand out the excerpts from Malcolm X’s “The Ballot or the Bullet” and share read the text with the class as described in 
Lesson 1.

2. Distribute copies of “Analyzing the Speech” to each student. Students select what they believe are the two most important 
and powerful phrases from the speech excerpts. Remind students that a phrase does not have to be a full sentence; it could 
be a piece of text that clearly communicates an important or powerful idea.

3. Hand out “Critical Thinking Questions: Malcolm X and King.” Make sure that the students use and cite evidence from the 
text to answer the three questions at the top of the page.

4. Repeat the process with the excerpts from Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Nonviolence: The Only Road to Freedom.”

5. Discuss different interpretations developed by the students or student groups.
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OVERVIEW

In the final lesson, the students will demonstrate what they have learned through their analysis of the various statements 
about the “Long Civil Rights Movement” by writing, and then staging, a dramatic presentation of a mock news conference. The 
writing of the script as well as the actual presentation to the class will reinforce the major issues raised in the speeches that 
the students have studied over the past two lessons. The students will also address the Essential Questions and write an essay 
citing textual evidence.

OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to

• Write insightful questions focused on a specific topic

• Draw conclusions based on direct evidence found in the text

• Demonstrate an effective oral presentation

• Synthesize multiple sources of information in order to arrive at a logical conclusion that is supported by textual evidence

MATERIALS

• Excerpts from Henry Highland Garnet’s “An Address to the Slaves of the United States of America” (1843) 

• Excerpts from William Wells Brown’s “Lecture Delivered before the Female Anti-Slavery Society of Salem” (1847)

• Excerpts from Malcolm X’s “The Ballot or the Bullet” (1964)

• Excerpts from Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Nonviolence: The Only Road to Freedom” (1966)

• Completed Analyzing the Tet and Critical Thinking Questions from Lessons 1 and 2

• Organizer: The News Conference (print enough for one question per reporter)

PROCEDURE

1. Divide the class into groups of 4 to 6 students; each group is assigned or chooses one of the four speeches. It is best if all 
four texts are used before doubling up on any of the speeches.

2. Students select who will portray the speaker, and the other members of the group will portray reporters at the news 
conference.

3. Hand out the News Conference organizer. Working together, the students will write both the questions and the answers 
to those questions on this form. The questions should highlight the major issues in the speech. The students should be 
careful to cite evidence from the text in the answers given by the speaker. Each student will fill out their own complete 
copy of the questions and answers, not just their own question.

LESSON 3-4
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4. Presentation:

a. The speaker delivers the speech.

b. The reporters raise their hands, and the speaker selects them to ask their questions. If possible, have the students 
watch an archived recording of a traditional presidential news briefing prior to this activity.

c. The new conference continues until all of the questions have been asked, one per reporter; if time permits, the 
students could script follow-up questions.

 5. Repeat the process with all of the groups. This may mean going into another class period to allow time for all of the   
 presentations, as well as time to debrief the experience.

6. Have the class debrief the presentations. Which were the most effective? What made them effective? How could the 
presentations have been improved? Focus on good oral presentation skills as well as which questions elicited the most 
meaningful answers.

7. Students should now address the Essential Questions asked as a prelude to Lesson 1: “To what extent did civil rights issues 
for African Americans change or remain the same over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries?” and “To what extent did 
the proposed solutions change or remain the same?” Have their opinions changed due to their analysis of these speeches?

ASSESSMENT

The students will write an essay addressing racial issues based on the speeches from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
using direct evidence from the texts to support their arguments.
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Excerpts from Henry Highland Garnet’s  
“An Address to the Slaves of the United States of America” (1843)

. . . Brethren, the time has come when you must act for yourselves. It is an old and true saying that, “if hereditary bondmen 
would be free, they must themselves strike the blow.” You can plead your own cause, and do the work of emancipation better 
than any others. . . . Fellow men! patient sufferers! behold your dearest rights crushed to the earth! See your sons murdered, 
and your wives, mothers and sisters doomed to prostitution! In the name of the merciful God! and by all that life is worth, let 
it no longer be a debatable question, whether it is better to choose Liberty or death!

. . . Brethren, arise, arise! Strike for your lives and liberties. Now is the day and the hour. Let every slave throughout the land 
do this, and the days of slavery are numbered. You cannot be more oppressed than you have been—you cannot suffer greater 
cruelties than you have already. Rather die free men than live to be slaves. Remember that you are FOUR MILLIONS! . . . You 
act as though your daughters were born to pamper the lusts of your masters and overseers. And worse than all, you tamely 
submit while your lords tear your wives from your embraces and defile them before your eyes. In the name of God, we ask, are 
you men? . . .

Let your motto be resistance! resistance! RESISTANCE! No oppressed people have ever secured their liberty without 
resistance.

Source: Henry Highland Garnet’s “An Address to the Slaves of the United States of America (Rejected by the National 
Convention, 1843)” in A Memorial Discourse by Rev. Henry Highland Garnet, Delivered in the Hall of the House of 
Representatives, Washington City, D. C. on Sabbath, February 12, 1865 (Philadelphia: Joseph M. Wilson, 1865), pp. 44–51.
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1:  What is one of the most important or powerful phrases 
in the speech?

Why is this phrase important or powerful?

2:  What is one of the most important or powerful phrases 
in the speech?

Why is this phrase important or powerful?

CRITICAL THINKING
ANALYZING THE SPEECH NAME                          PERIOD                            DATE 
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Critical Thinking Questions: Garnet and Wells

1  Henry Highland Garnet’s “An Address to the Slaves of the United States of America” (1843)

   You must cite examples from the text in your answers to these questions.

 1)  According to Garnet, who is responsible for freeing the slaves?  _____________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

 2)  According to Garnet, what question should no longer be debated? __________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

 3)  Why does Garnet ask “Are you men?” __________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________
 
 

2  William Wells Brown’s “Lecture Delivered before the Female Anti-Slavery Society of Salem” (1847)

 You must cite examples from the text in your answers to these questions.

 1)  What reason does Brown give for a slave being unable to speak for himself?  __________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

 2)  According to Brown, what does the system of slavery do to families? _________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

 3)  What does Brown suggest is the purpose of slavery?  ______________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

CRITICAL THINKING
ANALYZING THE SPEECH NAME                          PERIOD                            DATE 
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Excerpts from William Wells Brown’s  
“Lecture Delivered before the Female Anti-Slavery Society of Salem” (1847)

The Slave cannot speak for himself; he cannot speak for his wife, or his children. He is a thing. He is a piece of property in 
the hands of a master, as much as is the horse that belongs to the individual that may ride him through your streets to-
morrow. . . . The system of Slavery, that I, in part, represent here this evening, is a system that strikes at the foundation of 
society, that strikes at the foundation of civil and political institutions. . . . Slavery is a system that tears the husband from the 
wife, and the wife from the husband; that tears the child from the mother, and the sister from the brother; that tears asunder 
the tenderest ties of nature. Slavery is a system that has its blood-hounds, its chains, its negro-whips, its dungeons, and almost 
every instrument of cruelty that the human eye can look at; and all this for the purpose of keeping the Slave in subjection; all 
this for the purpose of obliterating the mind, of crushing the intellect, and of annihilating the soul.

Source: William Wells Brown: Clotel & Other Writings (New York: Library of America, 2014)
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Excerpts from Malcolm X’s “The Ballot or the Bullet” (1964)

. . . All of us have suffered here, in this country, political oppression at the hands of the white man, economic exploitation at 
the hands of the white man, and social degradation at the hands of the white man.

Now in speaking like this, it doesn’t mean that we’re anti-white, but it does mean we’re anti-exploitation, we’re anti-
degradation, we’re anti-oppression. And if the white man doesn’t want us to be anti-him, let him stop oppressing and 
exploiting and degrading us.

. . . If we don’t do something real soon, I think you’ll have to agree that we’re going to be forced either to use the ballot or 
the bullet. It’s one or the other in 1964. It isn’t that time is running out—time has run out! . . . I’m speaking as a victim of 
this American system. And I see America through the eyes of the victim. I don’t see any American dream; I see an American 
nightmare. . . .

So it’s time in 1964 to wake up. . . . let them know your eyes are open. And let them know you—something else that’s wide 
open too. It’s got to be the ballot or the bullet. The ballot or the bullet. If you’re afraid to use an expression like that, you 
should get on out of the country; you should get back in the cotton patch . . .

Source: Malcolm X Speaks: Selected Speeches and Statements, edited by George Breitman (New York: Grove Press, 1965)
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Excerpts from Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Nonviolence: The Only Road to Freedom” (1966) 

. . . I am convinced that for practical as well as moral reasons, nonviolence offers the only road to freedom for my people. In 
violent warfare, one must be prepared to face ruthlessly the fact that there will be casualties by the thousands. . . . Arguments 
that the American Negro is a part of a world which is two-thirds colored and that there will come a day when the oppressed 
people of color will rise together to throw off the yoke of white oppression are at least fifty years away from being relevant. . . . 
This is no time for romantic illusions about freedom and empty philosophical debate. This is a time for action. What is needed 
is a strategy for change, a tactical program which will bring the Negro into the mainstream of American life as quickly as 
possible. So far, this has only been offered by the nonviolent movement. . . . I must continue by faith or it is too great a burden 
to bear and violence, even in self-defense, creates more problems than it solves. Only a refusal to hate or kill can put an end 
to the chain of violence in the world and lead us toward a community where men can live together without fear. Our goal is 
to create a beloved community and this will require a qualitative change in our souls as well as a quantitative change in our 
lives. . . . The nonviolent strategy has been to dramatize the evils of our society in such a way that pressure is brought to bear 
against those evils by the forces of good will in the community and change is produced . . .

Source: “Nonviolence: The Only Road to Freedom, May 4, 1966,” Ebony (October 1966): 27–34. Reprinted by arrangement 
with The Heirs to the Estate of Martin Luther King Jr., c/o Writers House as agent for the proprietor New York, NY. ©1966 Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. © renewed 1994 Coretta Scott King.
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Critical Thinking Questions: Malcolm X and King

1 Malcolm X’s “The Ballot or the Bullet” (1964)

 You must cite examples from the text in your answers to these questions.

 1)  Why does Malcolm X say that he is not “anti-white”?  ____________________________________________________

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________

 2)  What role in American society does Malcolm X currently see for himself?  ___________________________________

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________

 3)  Why does Malcolm X say that “. . . you should get back in the cotton patch”?  _________________________________

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________

2 Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Nonviolence: The Only Road to Freedom” (1966)

 You must cite examples from the text in your answers to these questions.

 1)  What does Dr. King say the nonviolent movement is offering?  _____________________________________________

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________

 2)  What is Dr. King’s opinion of people of color changing their situation through violence?  _______________________

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________

 3)  How is the nonviolence strategy supposed to effect change?  ______________________________________________

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________

  __________________________________________________________________________________________________

CRITICAL THINKING
ANALYZING THE SPEECH NAME                          PERIOD                            DATE 
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The News Conference

   Questions for _____________________________________________________________________________________

 Write your question here:  Answer:

 Evidence from Text:

 Write your question here:  Answer:

 Evidence from Text:

CRITICAL THINKING
ANALYZING THE SPEECH NAME                          PERIOD                            DATE 
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 Write your question here:

 

 Answer:

 Evidence from Text:

CRITICAL THINKING
ANALYZING THE SPEECH NAME                          PERIOD                            DATE 


