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Martin Luther King, Jr.'s 
"I Have a Dream" Speech 

March on Washington, DC, August 28, 1963 

I am happy to join with you today in what will go down in 
history as the greatest demonstration for freedom in the 
history of our nation. 

Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic 
shadow we stand today, signed the Emancipation 
Proclamation. This momentous decree came as 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 one hundred years later, the Negro still is not free. One 
hundred years later, the life of the Negro is still sadly 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 
languishing in the corners of American society and finds 
himself an exile in his own land. So we have come here today 
to dramatize a shameful condition. 

In a sense we have 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. 

It is obvious today that America has defaulted on this 
promissory note insofar 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. 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. We have also come to this hallowed spot to 
remind America of the fierce urgency of now. This is no time 
to engage in the luxury of cooling off or to take the 
tranquilizing drug of gradualism. Now is the time to make real 

the promises of democracy. Now is the time to rise from the 
dark and desolate valley of segregation to the sunlit path of 
racial justice. Now is the time to lift our nation from the quick 
sands of racial injustice to the solid rock of brotherhood. Now 
is the time to make justice a reality for all of God's children. 

It would be fatal for the nation to overlook the urgency of the 
moment. This sweltering summer of the Negro's legitimate 
discontent will not pass until there is an invigorating autumn 
of freedom and equality. Nineteen sixty-three is not an end, 
but a beginning. Those who hope that the Negro needed to 
blow off steam and will now be content will have a rude 
awakening if the nation returns to business as usual. There 
will be neither rest nor tranquility in America until the Negro 
is granted his citizenship rights. The whirlwinds of revolt will 
continue to shake the foundations of our nation until the 
bright day of justice emerges. 

But there is something that I must say to my people who 
stand on the warm threshold which leads into the palace of 
justice. In the process of gaining our rightful place we must 
not be guilty of wrongful deeds. Let us not seek to satisfy our 
thirst for freedom by drinking from the cup of bitterness and 
hatred. 

We must forever conduct our struggle on the high plane of 
dignity and discipline. We must not allow our creative protest 
to degenerate into physical violence. Again and again we must 
rise to the majestic heights of meeting physical force with soul 
force. The marvelous new militancy which has engulfed the 
Negro community must not lead us to a distrust of all white 
people, for many of our white brothers, as evidenced by their 
presence here today, have come to realize that their destiny is 
tied up with our destiny. They have come to realize that their 
freedom is inextricably bound to our freedom. We cannot 
walk alone. 

As we walk, we must make the pledge that we shall always 
march ahead. We cannot turn back. There are those who are 
asking the devotees of civil rights, "When will you be 
satisfied?" We can never be satisfied as long as the Negro is 
the victim of the unspeakable horrors of police brutality. We 
can never be satisfied, as long as our bodies, heavy with the 
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fatigue of travel, cannot gain lodging in the motels of the 
highways and the hotels of the cities. We cannot be satisfied 
as long as the Negro's basic mobility is from a smaller ghetto 
to a larger one. We can never be satisfied as long as our 
children are stripped of their selfhood and robbed of their 
dignity by signs stating "For Whites Only". We cannot be 
satisfied as long as a Negro in Mississippi cannot vote and a 
Negro in New York believes he has nothing for which to vote. 
No, no, we are not satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until 
justice rolls down like waters and righteousness like a mighty 
stream. 

I am not unmindful that some of you have come here out of 
great trials and tribulations. Some of you have come fresh 
from narrow jail cells. Some of you have come from areas 
where your quest for freedom left you battered by the storms 
of persecution and staggered by the winds of police brutality. 
You have been the veterans of creative suffering. Continue to 
work with the faith that unearned suffering is redemptive. 

Go back to Mississippi, go back to Alabama, go back to South 
Carolina, go back to Georgia, go back to Louisiana, go back to 
the slums and ghettos of our northern cities, knowing that 
somehow this situation can and will be changed. Let us not 
wallow in the valley of despair. 

I say to you today, my friends, so even though we face the 
difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream. It is a 
dream deeply rooted in the American dream. 

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live 
out the true meaning of its creed: "We hold these truths to be 
self-evident: that all men are created equal." 

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the 
sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will 
be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood. 

I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a 
state sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering with the 
heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of 
freedom and justice. 

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a 
nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin 
but by the content of their character. 

I have a dream today. 

I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its 
vicious racists, with its governor having his lips dripping with 
the words of interposition and nullification; one day right 
there in Alabama, little black boys and black girls will be able 
to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters 
and brothers. 

I have a dream today. 

I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, 
every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough places 
will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made 
straight, and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all 
flesh shall see it together. 

This is our hope. This is the faith that I go back to the South 
with. With this faith we will be able to hew out of the 
mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith we will 
be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a 
beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith we will be 
able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, 
to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, 
knowing that we will be free one day. 

This will be the day when all of God's children will be able to 
sing with a new meaning, "My country, 'tis of thee, sweet land 
of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my fathers died, land of 
the pilgrim's pride, from every mountainside, let freedom 
ring." 

And if America is to be a great nation this must become true. 
So let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New 
Hampshire. Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of 
New York. Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies 
of Pennsylvania! 

Let freedom ring from the snowcapped Rockies of Colorado! 

Let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes of California! 

But not only that; let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of 
Georgia! 

Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee! 

Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Mississippi. 
From every mountainside, let freedom ring. 

And when this happens, when we allow freedom to ring, 
when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from 
every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that 
day when all of God's children, black men and white men, 
Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to 
join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, 
"Free at last! free at last! thank God Almighty, we are free at 
last!" 
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We Will Be A City Upon A Hill 
 

Ronald Reagan   
January 25, 1974 

First Conservative Political Action Conference 
 

There are three men here 
tonight I am very proud to 
introduce. It was a year ago this 
coming February when this 
country had its spirits lifted as 
they have never been lifted in 
many years. This happened 
when planes began landing on 
American soil and in the 
Philippines, bringing back men 
who had lived with honor for 
many miserable years in North 
Vietnam prisons. Three of 
those men are here tonight, 

John McCain, Bill Lawrence and Ed Martin. It is an honor to be 
here tonight. I am proud that you asked me and I feel more 
than a little humble in the presence of this distinguished 
company. 

There are men here tonight who, through their wisdom, their 
foresight and their courage, have earned the right to be 
regarded as prophets of our philosophy. Indeed they are 
prophets of our times. In years past when others were silent 
or too blind to the facts, they spoke up forcefully and 
fearlessly for what they believed to be right. A decade has 
passed since Barry Goldwater walked a lonely path across this 
land reminding us that even a land as rich as ours can't go on 
forever borrowing against the future, leaving a legacy of debt 
for another generation and causing a runaway inflation to 
erode the savings and reduce the standard of living. Voices 
have been raised trying to rekindle in our country all of the 
great ideas and principles which set this nation apart from all 
the others that preceded it, but louder and more strident 
voices utter easily sold cliches. 

Cartoonists with acid-tipped pens portray some of the 
reminders of our heritage and our destiny as old-fashioned. 
They say that we are trying to retreat into a past that actually 
never existed. Looking to the past in an effort to keep our 
country from repeating the errors of history is termed by 
them as "taking the country back to McKinley." Of course, I 
never found that was so bad -- under McKinley we freed 
Cuba. On the span of history, we are still thought of as a 
young upstart country celebrating soon only our second 
century as a nation, and yet we are the oldest continuing 
republic in the world. 

I thought that tonight, rather than talking on the subjects you 
are discussing, or trying to find something new to say, it might 
be appropriate to reflect a bit on our heritage. 

You can call it mysticism if you want to, but I have always 
believed that there was some divine plan that placed this 
great continent between two oceans to be sought out by 
those who were possessed of an abiding love of freedom and 
a special kind of courage. 

This was true of those who pioneered the great wilderness in 
the beginning of this country, as it is also true of those later 
immigrants who were willing to leave the land of their birth 
and come to a land where even the language was unknown to 
them. Call it chauvinistic, but our heritage does set us apart. 
Some years ago a writer, who happened to be an avid student 
of history, told me a story about that day in the little hall in 
Philadelphia where honorable men, hard-pressed by a King 
who was flouting the very law they were willing to obey, 
debated whether they should take the fateful step of 
declaring their independence from that king. I was told by this 
man that the story could be found in the writings of Jefferson. 
I confess, I never researched or made an effort to verify it. 
Perhaps it is only legend. But story, or legend, he described 
the atmosphere, the strain, the debate, and that as men for 
the first time faced the consequences of such an irretrievable 
act, the walls resounded with the dread word of treason and 
its price -- the gallows and the headman's axe. As the day 
wore on the issue hung in the balance, and then, according to 
the story, a man rose in the small gallery. He was not a young 
man and was obviously calling on all the energy he could 
muster. Citing the grievances that had brought them to this 
moment, he said, "Sign that parchment. They may turn every 
tree into a gallows, every home into a grave and yet the 
words of that parchment can never die. For the mechanic in 
his workshop, they will be words of hope, to the slave in the 
mines -- freedom." And he added, "If my hands were freezing 
in death, I would sign that parchment with my last ounce of 
strength. Sign, sign if the next moment the noose is around 
your neck, sign even if the hall is ringing with the sound of 
headman’s axe, for that parchment will be the textbook of 
freedom, the bible of the rights of man forever." And then it is 
said he fell back exhausted. But 56 delegates, swept by his 
eloquence, signed the Declaration of Independence, a 
document destined to be as immortal as any work of man can 
be. And according to the story, when they turned to thank 
him for his timely oratory, he could not be found nor were 
there any who knew who he was or how he had come in or 
gone out through the locked and guarded doors. 

Well, as I say, whether story or legend, the signing of the 
document that day in Independence Hall was miracle enough. 
Fifty-six men, a little band so unique -- we have never seen 
their like since -- pledged their lives, their fortunes and their 
sacred honor. Sixteen gave their lives, most gave their 
fortunes and all of them preserved their sacred honor. What 
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manner of men were they? Certainly they were not an 
unwashed, revolutionary rabble, nor were they adventurers in 
a heroic mood. Twenty-four were lawyers and jurists, 11 were 
merchants and tradesmen, nine were farmers. They were 
men who would achieve security but valued freedom more. 

And what price did they pay? John Hart was driven from the 
side of his desperately ill wife. After more than a year of living 
almost as an animal in the forest and in caves, he returned to 
find his wife had died and his children had vanished. He never 
saw them again, his property was destroyed and he died of a 
broken heart -- but with no regret, only pride in the part he 
had played that day in Independence Hall. Carter Braxton of 
Virginia lost all his ships -- they were sold to pay his debts. He 
died in rags. So it was with Ellery, Clymer, Hall, Walton, 
Gwinnett, Rutledge, Morris, Livingston, and Middleton. 
Nelson, learning that Cornwallis was using his home for a 
headquarters, personally begged Washington to fire on him 
and destroy his home--he died bankrupt. It has never been 
reported that any of these men ever expressed bitterness or 
renounced their action as not worth the price. Fifty-six rank-
and-file, ordinary citizens had founded a nation that grew 
from sea to shining sea, five million farms, quiet villages, cities 
that never sleep -- all done without an area re-development 
plan, urban renewal or a rural legal assistance program. 

Now we are a nation of 211 million people with a pedigree 
that includes blood lines from every corner of the world. We 
have shed that American-melting-pot blood in every corner of 
the world, usually in defense of someone's freedom. Those 
who remained of that remarkable band we call our Founding 
Fathers tied up some of the loose ends about a dozen years 
after the Revolution. It had been the first revolution in all 
man’s history that did not just exchange one set of rulers for 
another. This had been a philosophical revolution. The 
culmination of men's dreams for 6,000 years were formalized 
with the Constitution, probably the most unique document 
ever drawn in the long history of man's relation to man. I 
know there have been other constitutions, new ones are 
being drawn today by newly emerging nations. Most of them, 
even the one of the Soviet Union, contain many of the same 
guarantees as our own Constitution, and still there is a 
difference. The difference is so subtle that we often overlook 
it, but it is so great that it tells the whole story. Those other 
constitutions say, "Government grants you these rights," and 
ours says, "You are born with these rights, they are yours by 
the grace of God, and no government on earth can take them 
from you." 

Lord Acton of England, who once said, "Power corrupts, and 
absolute power corrupts absolutely," would say of that 
document, "They had solved with astonishing ease and 
unduplicated success two problems which had heretofore 
baffled the capacity of the most enlightened nations. They 
had contrived a system of federal government which 
prodigiously increased national power and yet respected local 

liberties and authorities, and they had founded it on a 
principle of equality without surrendering the securities of 
property or freedom." Never in any society has the 
preeminence of the individual been so firmly established and 
given such a priority. 

In less than twenty years we would go to war because the 
God-given rights of the American sailors, as defined in the 
Constitution, were being violated by a foreign power. We 
served notice then on the world that all of us together would 
act collectively to safeguard the rights of even the least 
among us. But still, in an older, cynical world, they were not 
convinced. The great powers of Europe still had the idea that 
one day this great continent would be open again to 
colonizing and they would come over and divide us up. 

In the meantime, men who yearned to breathe free were 
making their way to our shores. Among them was a young 
refugee from the Austro-Hungarian Empire. He had been a 
leader in an attempt to free Hungary from Austrian rule. The 
attempt had failed and he fled to escape execution. In 
America, this young Hungarian, Koscha by name, became an 
importer by trade and took out his first citizenship papers. 
One day, business took him to a Mediterranean port. There 
was a large Austrian warship under the command of an 
admiral in the harbor. He had a manservant with him. He had 
described to this manservant what the flag of his new country 
looked like. Word was passed to the Austrian warship that 
this revolutionary was there and in the night he was 
kidnapped and taken aboard that large ship. This man's 
servant, desperate, walking up and down the harbor, 
suddenly spied a flag that resembled the description he had 
heard. It was a small American war sloop. He went aboard 
and told Captain Ingraham, of that war sloop, his story. 
Captain Ingraham went to the American Consul. When the 
American Consul learned that Koscha had only taken out his 
first citizenship papers, the consul washed his hands of the 
incident. Captain Ingraham said, "I am the senior officer in this 
port and I believe, under my oath of my office, that I owe this 
man the protection of our flag." 

He went aboard the Austrian warship and demanded to see 
their prisoner, our citizen. The Admiral was amused, but they 
brought the man on deck. He was in chains and had been 
badly beaten. Captain Ingraham said, "I can hear him better 
without those chains," and the chains were removed. He 
walked over and said to Koscha, "I will ask you one question; 
consider your answer carefully. Do you ask the protection of 
the American flag?" Koscha nodded dumbly, "Yes," and the 
Captain said, "You shall have it." He went back and told the 
frightened consul what he had done. Later in the day three 
more Austrian ships sailed into harbor. It looked as though the 
four were getting ready to leave. Captain Ingraham sent a 
junior officer over to the Austrian flag ship to tell the Admiral 
that any attempt to leave that harbor with our citizen aboard 
would be resisted with appropriate force. He said that he 
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would expect a satisfactory answer by four o'clock that 
afternoon. As the hour neared they looked at each other 
through the glasses. As it struck four he had them roll the 
cannons into the ports and had them light the tapers with 
which they would set off the cannons -- one little sloop. 
Suddenly the lookout tower called out and said, "They are 
lowering a boat," and they rowed Koscha over to the little 
American ship. 

Captain Ingraham then went below and wrote his letter of 
resignation to the United States Navy. In it he said, "I did what 
I thought my oath of office required, but if I have 
embarrassed my country in any way, I resign." His resignation 
was refused in the United States Senate with these words: 
"This battle that was never fought may turn out to be the 
most important battle in our Nation's history." Incidentally, 
there is to this day, and I hope there always will be, a USS 
Ingraham in the United States Navy. 

I did not tell that story out of any desire to be narrowly 
chauvinistic or to glorify aggressive militarism, but it is an 
example of government meeting its highest responsibility. 

In recent years we have been treated to a rash of noble-
sounding phrases. Some of them sound good, but they don't 
hold up under close analysis. Take for instance the slogan so 
frequently uttered by the young senator from Massachusetts, 
"The greatest good for the greatest number." Certainly under 
that slogan, no modern day Captain Ingraham would risk even 
the smallest craft and crew for a single citizen. Every dictator 
who ever lived has justified the enslavement of his people on 
the theory of what was good for the majority. 

We are not a warlike people. Nor is our history filled with 
tales of aggressive adventures and imperialism, which might 
come as a shock to some of the placard painters in our 
modern demonstrations. The lesson of Vietnam, I think, 
should be that never again will young Americans be asked to 
fight and possibly die for a cause unless that cause is so 
meaningful that we, as a nation, pledge our full resources to 
achieve victory as quickly as possible. 

I realize that such a pronouncement, of course, would 
possibly be laying one open to the charge of warmongering -- 
but that would also be ridiculous. My generation has paid a 
higher price and has fought harder for freedom than any 
generation that had ever lived. We have known four wars in a 
single lifetime. All were horrible, all could have been avoided 
if at a particular moment in time we had made it plain that we 
subscribed to the words of John Stuart Mill when he said that 
"war is an ugly thing, but not the ugliest of things." 

The decayed and degraded state of moral and patriotic feeling 
which thinks nothing is worth a war is worse. The man who 
has nothing which he cares about more than his personal 
safety is a miserable creature and has no chance of being free 

unless made and kept so by the exertions of better men than 
himself. 

The widespread disaffection with things military is only a part 
of the philosophical division in our land today. I must say to 
you who have recently, or presently are still receiving an 
education, I am awed by your powers of resistance. I have 
some knowledge of the attempts that have been made in 
many classrooms and lecture halls to persuade you that there 
is little to admire in America. For the second time in this 
century, capitalism and the free enterprise are under assault. 
Privately owned business is blamed for spoiling the 
environment, exploiting the worker and seducing, if not 
outright raping, the customer. Those who make the charge 
have the solution, of course -- government regulation and 
control. We may never get around to explaining how citizens 
who are so gullible that they can be suckered into buying 
cereal or soap that they don't need and would not be good for 
them, can at the same time be astute enough to choose 
representatives in government to which they would entrust 
the running of their lives. 

Not too long ago, a poll was taken on 2,500 college campuses 
in this country. Thousands and thousands of responses were 
obtained. Overwhelmingly, 65, 70, and 75 percent of the 
students found business responsible, as I have said before, for 
the things that were wrong in this country. That same number 
said that government was the solution and should take over 
the management and the control of private business. Eighty 
percent of the respondents said they wanted government to 
keep its paws out of their private lives. 

We are told every day that the assembly-line worker is 
becoming a dull-witted robot and that mass production 
results in standardization. Well, there isn't a socialist country 
in the world that would not give its copy of Karl Marx for our 
standardization. 

Standardization means production for the masses and the 
assembly line means more leisure for the worker -- freedom 
from backbreaking and mind-dulling drudgery that man had 
known for centuries past. Karl Marx did not abolish child labor 
or free the women from working in the coal mines in England 
– the steam engine and modern machinery did that. 

Unfortunately, the disciples of the new order have had a hand 
in determining too much policy in recent decades. 
Government has grown in size and power and cost through 
the New Deal, the Fair Deal, the New Frontier and the Great 
Society. It costs more for government today than a family 
pays for food, shelter and clothing combined. Not even the 
Office of Management and Budget knows how many boards, 
commissions, bureaus and agencies there are in the federal 
government, but the federal registry, listing their regulations, 
is just a few pages short of being as big as the Encyclopedia 
Britannica. 
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During the Great Society we saw the greatest growth of this 
government. There were eight cabinet departments and 12 
independent agencies to administer the federal health 
program. There were 35 housing programs and 20 
transportation projects. Public utilities had to cope with 27 
different agencies on just routine business. There were 192 
installations and nine departments with 1,000 projects having 
to do with the field of pollution. 

One Congressman found the federal government was 
spending 4 billion dollars on research in its own laboratories 
but did not know where they were, how many people were 
working in them, or what they were doing. One of the 
research projects was "The Demography of Happiness," and 
for 249,000 dollars we found that "people who make more 
money are happier than people who make less, young people 
are happier than old people, and people who are healthier are 
happier than people who are sick." For 15 cents they could 
have bought an Almanac and read the old bromide, "It's 
better to be rich, young and healthy, than poor, old and sick." 

The course that you have chosen is far more in tune with the 
hopes and aspirations of our people than are those who 
would sacrifice freedom for some fancied security. 

Standing on the tiny deck of the Arabella in 1630 off the 
Massachusetts coast, John Winthrop said, "We will be as a city 
upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us, so that if we 
deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken 
and so cause Him to withdraw His present help from us, we 
shall be made a story and a byword throughout the world." 
Well, we have not dealt falsely with our God, even if He is 
temporarily suspended from the classroom. 

When I was born my life expectancy was 10 years less than I 
have already lived – that’s a cause of regret for some people 
in California, I know. Ninety percent of Americans at that time 
lived beneath what is considered the poverty line today, 
three-quarters lived in what is considered substandard 
housing. Today each of those figures is less than 10 percent. 
We have increased our life expectancy by wiping out, almost 
totally, diseases that still ravage mankind in other parts of the 
world. I doubt if the young people here tonight know the 
names of some of the diseases that were commonplace when 
we were growing up. We have more doctors per thousand 
people than any nation in the world. We have more hospitals 
than any nation in the world. 

When I was your age, believe it or not, none of us knew that 
we even had a racial problem. When I graduated from college 
and became a radio sport announcer, broadcasting major 
league baseball, I didn’t have a Hank Aaron or a Willie Mays to 
talk about. The Spaulding Guide said baseball was a game for 
Caucasian gentlemen. Some of us then began editorializing 
and campaigning against this. Gradually we campaigned 
against all those other areas where the constitutional rights of 

a large segment of our citizenry were being denied. We have 
not finished the job. We still have a long way to go, but we 
have made more progress in a few years than we have made 
in more than a century. 

One-third of all the students in the world who are pursuing 
higher education are doing so in the United States. The 
percentage of our young Negro community that is going to 
college is greater than the percentage of whites in any other 
country in the world. 

One-half of all the economic activity in the entire history of 
man has taken place in this republic. We have distributed our 
wealth more widely among our people than any society 
known to man. Americans work less hours for a higher 
standard of living than any other people. Ninety-five percent 
of all our families have an adequate daily intake of nutrients -- 
and a part of the five percent that don't are trying to lose 
weight! Ninety-nine percent have gas or electric refrigeration, 
92 percent have televisions, and an equal number have 
telephones. There are 120 million cars on our streets and 
highways -- and all of them are on the street at once when 
you are trying to get home at night. But isn't this just proof of 
our materialism -- the very thing that we are charged with? 
Well, we also have more churches, more libraries, we support 
voluntarily more symphony orchestras, and opera companies, 
non-profit theaters, and publish more books than all the other 
nations of the world put together. 

Somehow America has bred a kindliness into our people 
unmatched anywhere, as has been pointed out in that best-
selling record by a Canadian journalist. We are not a sick 
society. A sick society could not produce the men that set foot 
on the moon, or who are now circling the earth above us in 
the Skylab. A sick society bereft of morality and courage did 
not produce the men who went through those years of 
torture and captivity in Vietnam. Where did we find such 
men? They are typical of this land as the Founding Fathers 
were typical. We found them in our streets, in the offices, the 
shops and the working places of our country and on the 
farms. 

We cannot escape our destiny, nor should we try to do so. 
The leadership of the free world was thrust upon us two 
centuries ago in that little hall of Philadelphia. In the days 
following World War II, when the economic strength and 
power of America was all that stood between the world and 
the return to the dark ages, Pope Pius XII said, "The American 
people have a great genius for splendid and unselfish actions. 
Into the hands of America God has placed the destinies of an 
afflicted mankind." 

We are indeed, and we are today, the last best hope of man 
on earth. 
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Duty, Honor, Country 
General MacArthur’s Farewell Speech — Duty, 
Honor, Country (May 12, 1962) 
The address by General of the Army Douglas MacArthur to the 
cadets of the U.S. Military Academy in accepting the Sylvanus 
Thayer Award on 12 May 1962 is a memorable tribute to the 
ideals that inspired that great American soldier. For as long as 
other Americans serve their country as courageously and 
honorably as he did, General MacArthur’s words will live on. 

General MacArthur’s service to his country spanned the years 
from 1903, when he was graduated from the Military Academy, 
to 5 April 1964, when he died in Washington, D.C., at the age of 
84. He was recognized early in his career as a brilliant officer and 
was advanced to brigadier general in 1918. Twelve years later he 
was named Chief of Staff of the Army, and in 1937 he retired. 
Recalled to active duty during World War II, he was commander 
of the Southwest Pacific Area during the greater part of the war. 
His wartime triumphs were followed by service as supreme 
commander of the Allied occupation forces in Japan. When the 
Korean conflict erupted, he also commanded the United Nations 
forces in Korea. He completed his active military service in 1951. 

Before being laid to rest in Norfolk, Va., General MacArthur’s 
body lay in state in New York City and in the Capitol rotunda in 
Washington, while a grateful Nation paid its tribute in sorrow. 

Duty, Honor, Country 
Gen. Douglas MacArthur's speech to the Corps of Cadets  
at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, N.Y. 

May 12, 1962 in accepting the Thayer Award.a  

 
General Westmoreland, General Groves, distinguished 
guests, and gentlemen of the Corps,b 

As I was leaving the hotel this morning, a doorman asked me, 
"Where are you bound for, General?" and when I replied, 
"West Point," he remarked, "Beautiful place: have you ever 

been there before?" [Laughter]c 

No human being could fail to be deeply moved by such a 
tribute as this, coming from a profession I have served so long 
and a people I have loved so well. It fills me with an emotion 
I cannot express. But this award is not intended 

primarily to honorº a personality, but to symbolize a great 
moral code — the code of conduct and chivalry of those who 
guard this beloved land of culture and ancient descent. That is 
the animation of this medallion. For all eyes and for all time, it 
is an expression of the ethics of the American soldier. That 
I should be integrated in this way with so noble an ideal, 
arouses a sense of pride and yet of humility which will be with 
me always. 

"Duty, Honor, Country" — those three hallowed words 
reverently dictate what you ought to be, what you can be, 
what you will be. They are your rallying point to build courage 
when courage seems to fail, to regain faith when there seems 
to be little cause for faith, to create hope when hope becomes 
forlorn. 

Unhappily, I possess neither that eloquence of diction, that 
poetry of imagination, nor that brilliance of metaphor to tell 
you all that they mean. 

The unbelievers will say they are but words, but a slogan, but 
a flamboyant phrase. Every pedant, every demagogue, every 
cynic, every hypocrite, every troublemaker, and, I am sorry to 
say, some others of an entirely different character, will try to 
downgrade them even to the extent of mockery and ridicule. 

But these are some of the things they do.º They build your 
basic character. They mold you for your future roles as the 
custodians of the nation's defense. They make you strong 
enough to know when you are weak, and brave enough to 
face yourself when you are afraid. 

They teach you to be proud and unbending in honest failure, 
but humble and gentle in success; not to substitute words for 
action; not to seek the path of comfort, but to face the stress 
and spur of difficulty and challenge; to learn to stand up in the 
storm, but to have compassion on those who fall; to master 
yourself before you seek to master others; to have a heart 
that is clean, a goal that is high; to learn to laugh, yet never 
forget how to weep; to reach into the future, yet never 
neglect the past; to be serious, yet never take yourself too 
seriously; to be modest so that you will remember the 
simplicity of true greatness,the open mind of true wisdom, 
the meekness of true strength. 

They give you a temper of the will,º a quality 
of theº imagination, a vigor of the emotions, a freshness of 
the deep springs of life, a temperamental predominance of 
courage over timidity, an appetite for adventure over love of 
ease. 

They create in your heart the sense of wonder, the unfailing 
hope of what next, and the joy and inspiration of life. They 
teach you in this way to be an officer and a gentleman. 

And what sort of soldiers are those you are to lead? Are they 
reliable? Are they brave? Are they capable of victory? 

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/America/United_States/Army/USMA/MacArthur/1962_speech_to_the_Corps.html#note:the_Corps_remembers_the_speech
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/America/United_States/Army/USMA/MacArthur/1962_speech_to_the_Corps.html#note:the_Corps_remembers_the_speech
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Their story is known to all of you. It is the story of the 
American man at arms. My estimate of him was formed on 
the battlefieldº many, many years ago, and has never 
changed. I regarded him then, as I regard him now, as one of 
the world's noblest figures; not only as one of the finest 
military characters, but also as one of the most stainless. 

His name and fame are the birthright of every American 
citizen. In his youth and strength, his love and loyalty, he gave 
all that mortality can give. He needs no eulogy from me, or 
from any other man. He has written his own history and 
written it in red on his enemy's breast. 

But when I think of his patience under adversity, of his 
courage under fire, and of his modesty in victory, I am filled 
with an emotion of admiration I cannot put into words. He 
belongs to history as furnishing one of the greatest examples 
of successful patriotism. He belongs to posterity as the 
instructor of future generations in the principles of liberty and 
freedom. He belongs to the present, to us, by his virtues and 
by his achievements. º 

In twenty campaigns, on a hundred battlefields, around 
a thousand campfires, I have witnessed that enduring 
fortitude, that patriotic self-abnegation, and that invincible 
determination which have carved his statue in the hearts of 
his people. From one end of the world to the other, he has 
drained deep the chalice of courage. 

As I listened to those songs, in memory's eye I could see those 
staggering columns of the First World War, bending under 
soggy packs on many a weary march, from dripping dusk to 
drizzling dawn, slogging ankle-deep through theº mire of 
shell-pocked roads, to form grimly for the attack, blue-lipped, 
covered with sludge and mud, chilled by the wind and rain, 
driving home to their objective, and for many, to the 
judgment seat of God. 

I do not know the dignity of their birth, but I do know the 
glory of their death. They died unquestioning, uncomplaining, 
with faith in their hearts, and on their lips the hope that we 
would go on to victory. 

Always for them: Duty, Honor, Country. Always their blood, 
and sweat, and tears, as we soughtº the way and the light and 
the truth.º And twenty years after, on the other side of the 

globe, againº the filth of dirty foxholes, the stench of ghostly 
trenches, the slime of dripping dugouts, those broilingº suns 
of º relentless heat, those torrential rains of devastating 
storms, the loneliness and utter desolation of jungle trails, the 
bitterness of long separation of those they loved and 
cherished, the deadly pestilence of tropicalº disease, the 
horror of stricken areas of war. 

Their resolute and determined defense, their swift and sure 
attack, their indomitable purpose, their complete and decisive 
victory — always victory, always through the bloody haze of 
their last reverberating shot, the vision of gaunt, ghastly men, 
reverently following your password of Duty, Honor, Country. 

The code which those words perpetuate embraces the highest 
moral law and will stand the test of any ethics or philosophies 
ever promoted for the uplift of mankind. Its requirements are 
for the things that are right, and its restraints are from the 
things that are wrong. The soldier, above all other men, is 
required to practice the greatest act of religious training: 
sacrifice. In battle and in the face of danger and death, he 
disposes those divine attributes which his Maker gave when 
he created man in His own image. No physical courage and no 
brute instinct can take the place of the divine help which alone 
can sustain him. However hard the incidents of war may be, 
the soldier who is called upon to offer and to give his life for 
his country is the noblest development of mankind. º 

You now face a new world, a world of change. The thrust into 
outer space of the satellite spheres and missiles markº a 
beginning of another epoch in the long story of mankind.º In 
the five or more billions of years the scientists tell us it has 
taken to form the earth, in the three or more billion years of 
development of the human race, there has never been a more 
abrupt or staggering evolution. We deal now, not with things 
of this world alone, but with the illimitable distances and asº 
yet unfathomed mysteries of the universe. We are reaching 
out for a new and boundless frontier. We speak in strange 
terms: of harnessing the cosmic energy; of making winds and 
tides work for us; of creating unheardº synthetic materials to 
supplement or even replace our old standard basics; to 
purifyº sea water for our drink; of mining the ocean floors for 
new fields of wealth and food; of disease preventatives to 
expand life into the hundreds of years; of controlling the 
weather for a more equitable distribution of heat and cold, of 
rain and shine; of spaceships to the Moon;º of the primary 
target in war, no longer limited to the armed forces of an 

enemy, but instead to include his civil populations;º d of 
ultimate conflict between a united human race and the 
sinister forces of some other planetary galaxy; ofº such 
dreams and fantasies as to make life the most exciting of 
all time.º 

And through all this welter of change and development your 
mission remains fixed, determined, inviolable. It is to win our 
wars. Everything else in your professional career is but 
corollary to this vital dedication. All other public purposes,º all 
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other public projects, all other public needs, great or small, 
will find others for their accomplishment;º but you are the 
ones who are trained to fight. Yours is the profession of arms, 
the will to win, the sure knowledge that in war there is no 
substitute for victory, that if you lose, the Nation will be 
destroyed, that the very obsession of your public service must 
be Duty, Honor, Country. 

Others will debate the 
controversial issues, national 
and international, which 
divide men's minds. But 
serene, calm, aloof, you stand 
as the Nation's war guardians, 
as its lifeguards from the 

raging tides of international conflict, as its gladiators in the 
arena of battle. For a century and a half you have defended, 
guarded and protected its hallowed traditions of liberty and 
freedom, of right and justice. Let civilian voices argue the 
merits or demerits of our processes of government: whether 
our strength is being sapped by deficit financing indulged in 
too long, by federal paternalism grown too mighty, by power 
groups grown too arrogant, by politics grown too corrupt, by 
crime grown too rampant, by morals grown too low, by taxes 
grown too high, by extremists grown too violent; whether our 
personal liberties are as firm and complete as they should be; 
these great national problems are not for your professional 
participation or military solution. Your guidepost stands out 
like a tenfold beacon in the night: Duty, Honor, Country. 

You are the leaven which binds together the entire fabric of 
our national system of defense. From your ranks come the 
great captains who hold the Nation's destiny in their hands 
the moment the war tocsin sounds. 

The Long Gray Line has never failed us. Were you to do so, 
a million ghosts in olive drab, in brown khaki, in blue and 
gray,º would rise from their white crosses, thundering those 
magic words: Duty, Honor, Country. 

This does not mean that you are warmongers. On the 
contrary, the soldier above all other people prays for peace, 
for he must suffer and bear the deepest wounds and scars of 
war. But always in our ears ring the ominous words of Plato, 
that wisest of all philosophers: "Only the dead have seen the 

end of war."e 

The shadows are lengthening for me. The twilight is here. My 
days of old have vanished — tone and tint. They have gone 
glimmering through the dreams of things that were. Their 
memory is one of wondrous beauty, watered by tears and 
coaxed and caressed by the smiles of yesterday. I listen then, 
but with thirsty ear, for the witching melody of faint bugles 
blowing reveille, of far drums beating the long roll. In my 
dreams I hear again the crash of guns, the rattle of musketry, 
the strange, mournful mutter of the battlefield. But in the 

evening of my memory alwaysº I come back to West Point. 
Always there echoes and re-echoes: Duty, Honor, Country. 

Today marks my final roll call with you. But I want you to 
know that when I cross the river, my last conscious thoughts 
will be of the Corps, and the Corps, and the Corps. 

I bid you farewell.

Notes: 
a The text widely reproduced elsewhere online, and represented as "reproduced 
from Department of Defense Pamphlet GEN-1A, US Government Printing Office, 
1964" does not match the words he actually spoke, being characterized by 
several major omissions and a number of errors. A version of that text, with its 
omissions and errors, appears to have been printed in the Washington Times, 
May 26, 1996 as a Memorial Day article. At least one gloss — that is, an added 
phrase — has crept into one text also online; one also sees out there a set of 
(uninspired) explanatory headings that, of course, are hardly part of the speech. 
 
I have independently re-transcribed the text from an audio recording of Gen. 
MacArthur's actual speech that day (available onsite:  listen to the MP3); the 
portions you see italicized are those that I restored from the recording, which are 
garbled or omitted in the common version. To read the erroneous readings, glide 
your cursor over the little red circles.º 
 
b The gentlemen of the Corps, of course — or at least those who stayed awake! 
— would remember Gen. MacArthur's speech for the rest of their lives: see the 
personal memories of many of these cadets, What we remember of that day in 
May when he talked to us. 
 
c Douglas MacArthur spent four years of his life at West Point as a cadet, 
1899-1903; then three more as Superintendent, 1919-1922, during which he set 
in motion such deep reforms — modernizing the curriculum after about 60 years 
of stagnation, initiating a program of offsite summer training, starting intramural 
sports — that he is considered the second Father of the Military Academy after 
Sylvanus Thayer. 
 
d Although the wars of the 20c in which General MacArthur so prominently 
participated certainly accentuated a trend, the great divide in this respect was 
the French Revolution. From a Western European standpoint, it is a barbarous 
trend; the trend continues to intensify. 
By its attack on the civilian population of New York City in 2001, the Moslem 
world, which has always enjoined war against civilian populations as a principle, is 
now putting the West in a dilemma pitting morality against survival; and so far we 
have chosen morality. There comes a point, however, at which morality has no 
meaning if there is no society to apply it: the resources of Western technology 
being what they are, it would be pragmatic of the teachers of Islam to encourage 
a moral rather than an imperialistic interpretation of its scripture. 
 
e I have been unable to find this in Plato; and apparently I'm not the only one. 
These words are undoubtedly to be found in the 20c philosopher George 
Santayana's Soliloquies in England and Later Soliloquies (1922), and they 
reappeared in The Life of Reason, a book published in 1953 shortly after the 
author's death; during the Korean War at a time when they would have been very 
likely to catch Gen. MacArthur's eye. It is fairly certain — at least, such is the 
independent conclusion of a number of people — that these words are now 
widely seen as Plato's precisely because of Gen. MacArthur's misattribution in 
this speech. 
A few months after I put this page online, I found that a Plato expert — which 
I am not — comes more or less to the same conclusion, with additional 
interesting information: see Dr. Bernard Suzanne's page. 
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