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From the start, our democracy has been a work in progress. Our 

Constitution originally granted rights to white property-owning males—

about 6% of adults.  Others had to fight for their rights.  Civil rights 

movements provide case studies in the strategies that Americans have 

used to defend their rights.  These movements have reached far beyond 

the ballot box to consider the politics of everyday life.  At its best, 

democracy is a way of life, not a spectator sport, for a healthy democracy 

requires citizens to step up and get involved. 
 

Reflecting back over how our political views have evolved over our 

lifetimes can help us assess the politics of the current moment. The 

formative era for many of us was the long 1960s (which socially and 

culturally ran well into the 1970s). In that era civil rights were expanded 

in ways that have had a lasting impact on our democracy.  In our hour 

together, we will scan three different movements in American history: 
 

Black Rights Matter: We will review how Martin Luther King became the face of the civil rights movement.  MLK set out 

frames that bridged political differences to bring people together around historic commitments to equal rights. We will 

contrast his rhetorical appeals with the militancy of Malcolm X to consider how appeals to core constituencies can alienate 

broader audiences (as painfully evident today).  We will then look past such wll-recognized figures to consider Ella Baker 

as a representative of the activists who did the sort of grassroots organizing that remains vital to our communities today. 
 

How the Personal Became Political: We will review two frames that helped expand the women’s movement to attend to 

the experiences of women from diverse backgrounds.  Feminist consciousness raising was intended to help women 

understand that the personal is political.  Taking note these frames will help us consider how our own sense of what’s 

political has expanded over the course of our lives to include issues related to race, gender, and sexual orientation. 
 

Who’s American/Whose America: In our discussion of immigration debates, we will not have of time to do more than take 

note of how increases in immigration have sparked nativist movements. We will use those moments to examine how the 

racialization of immigration has divided Americans in earlier periods as well as in recent decades.  Racialized frames have 

historically narrowed immigration debates in ways that have made building consensus difficult.  
 

Lessons to be Learned: We will conclude by reviewing what the movements we discuss can teach us about democratic life.  

We generally recognize that we have a duty to vote and get involved in our communities, but we rarely see such duties as 

integral to our daily lives.  Reflecting back on how we understand our generations’ experiences can help us learn from the 

social movements that have shaped our lives. We will conclude with one practical takeaway from these lessons: 

intergenerational dialogues in which we share our views with those who do not share our histories. 

 

Black Rights Matter 

Martin Luther King’s "I Have a Dream” (9/28/63)   Video version 

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. 

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.... 

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.".... 

Frames such as Make America Great Again 
function rhetorically on multiple levels.  

 

➢ Cognitively, such frames tap into our emotional 

networks and value systems. 

➢ Politically, such frames help social 

movements and political groups mobilize 

supporters around shared purposes. 

➢ Analytically, frames can help us reflect on 

how we respond to rhetorical appeals in ways 

that have evolved over our lifetimes. 

 

mailto:tpm@arizona.edu
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vP4iY1TtS3s
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Malcolm X, “Message to the Grassroots” (1963)  Audio version 

We have a common enemy. We have this in common: We have a common oppressor, a common exploiter, and a common 

discriminator. But once we all realize that we have this common enemy, then we unite on the basis of what we have in 

common. And what we have foremost in common is that enemy — the white man....  

I would like to make a few comments concerning the difference between the black revolution and the Negro revolution.... 

The white man knows what a revolution is. He knows that the black revolution is world-wide in scope and in nature. The 

black revolution is sweeping Asia, sweeping Africa, is rearing its head in Latin America. The Cuban Revolution — that’s 

a revolution. They overturned the system.                                         Malcolm X and MLK Interviews, 1963 

 

Ella Baker, "Bigger Than A Hamburger," 1960 Student Leadership Conference  

[The] inclination toward group-centered leadership, rather than toward a leader-centered group pattern of organization, 

was refreshing indeed to those of the older group who bear the scars of the battle, the frustrations and the disillusionment 

that come when the prophetic leader turns out to have heavy feet of clay. Here is an opportunity for adult and youth to 

work together and provide genuine leadership—the development of the individual to his highest potential for the benefit 

of the group.                                             Video Making the Struggle Every Day with Cornel West on Her Leadership 

 

How the Personal Became Political 
 

Our perspective on feminism is shaped not only by our politics and gender but also by our age. The women’s movement 

evolved through three generations: the suffragists who secured the right to vote for women in 1920, the liberal feminists of 

the 60s and 70s, and the diverse generation of feminists who engaged with the experiences of LGBT people and minorities.  

We will focus on two frames that shaped the transition from the second to the third “waves”— and the lives of those of us 

who lived through that transition: The “personal is political” and “consciousness raising.” 

Kate Millett, Sexual Politics, 1970. 

Is it possible to regard the relation of the sexes in a political light at all? It depends on how one defines politics. I do not 

define the political area here as that narrow and exclusive sector known as institutional or official politics of the Democrat 

or Republican – we have all reason to be tired and suspicious of them. By politics I mean power structured relationships, 

the arrangement whereby one group of people is governed by another, one group is dominant and the other subordinate. 

But the oppression of women is not only economic; that's just a part of it. The oppression of women is Total and therefore 

it exists in the mind., it is psychological oppression. Let's have a look at how it works, for it works like a charm. From 

earliest childhood every female child is carefully taught that she is to be a life-long incompetent at every sphere of significant 

human activity therefore she must convert herself into a sex object – a Thing. She must be pretty and assessed by the world: 

weighed, judged and measured by her looks alone. If she's pretty, she can marry; then she can concentrate rate her energies 

on pregnancy and diapers. That's life – that's female life. That's what it is to reduce and limit the expectations and 

potentialities of one half of the human race to the level animal behavior... 

We are numbers sufficient to alter the course of human history -by changing fundamental values by affecting an entire 

change of consciousness. We cannot have such a change of consciousness unless we rebuild values – -we cannot rebuild 

values unless we ‘restructure personality.' But we cannot do this or solve racial and economic crimes unless we end the 

oppression of all people – unless we end the idea of violence, of dominance, of power, unless we end the idea of oppression 

itself – unless we realize-that a revolution in sexual policy is not only part of but basic to any real change in the quality life. 

Social and cultural revolution in America and the world depend on a change of consciousness of which a new relationship 

between the sexes and a new definition of humanity and human personality are an integral part.  

Sarachild, Kathie. A Program for Feminist "Consciousness Raising," 1968. 

We assume that our feelings are telling us something from which we can learn … that our feelings mean something worth 

analyzing… that our feelings are saying something political, something reflecting fear that something bad will happen to 

us or hope, desire, knowledge that something good will happen to us.... 

Now male culture assumes that feelings are something that people should stay on top of and puts women down for being 

led by their feelings (being underneath them).We're saying that women have all along been generally in touch with their 

feelings (rather than underneath them) and that their being in touch with their feelings has been their greatest strength 

historically and for the future..... 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a59Kwp35Z80
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h4PqLKWuwyU&t=173s
http://www.historyisaweapon.com/defcon1/bakerbigger.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=omyQ6P2SCzo
https://archive.org/stream/KateMillettSexualPolitics/Kate%20Millett--Sexual%20Politics_djvu.txt
http://rhetoricalgoddess.wikidot.com/text:sarachild
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In our groups let's share our feelings and pool them. Let's let ourselves go and see where our feelings lead us. Our feelings 

will lead us to ideas and then to actions. Our feelings will lead us to our theory, our theory to our action, our feelings about 

that action to new theory and then to new action. 

This is a consciousness-raising program for those of us who are feeling more and more that women are about the most 

exciting people around, at this stage of time, anyway, and that the seeds of a new and beautiful world' society lie buried in 

the consciousness of this very class which has been abused and oppressed since the beginning of human history. It is a 

program planned on the assumption that a mass liberation movement will develop as more and more women begin to 

perceive their situation correctly and that, therefore, our primary task right now is to awaken '.class" consciousness in 

ourselves and others on a mass scale.    

 

Who’s American 
Whose America 
 

Our third case in point will 

be the frames that have been 

used to deliberate on 

immigration.  Historically, 

surges in immigration have 

sparked the rise of nativist 

movements that 

characterized immigration 

as a racial threat to our 

national identity.  Less 

divisive frames have been 

used in eras when people 

have been able to reach 

consensus on immigration. 

Reflecting on these 

historical developments can help us consider the divisive frames in recent discussions of immigration.   
 

Americans Used to Support a Border Wall. What Changed Their Minds? Emily Ekins, The Federalist (1/19). 

Averaging national public opinion polls conducted in 2018 reveals that 6 in 10 Americans oppose building a border wall. 

But just a few years ago, at least that many supported a wall.... In 2013, an ABC News/Washington Post survey found that 

nearly two-thirds (65%) of Americans supported building a 700-mile fence along the border with Mexico and adding 20,000 

border patrol agents. However, things changed in 2015 when Donald Trump announced his bid for the presidency. Since 

then opposition rose upwards among the general public... An average of 43% of Americans opposed building a border wall 

between 2007-2014. Opposition increased to 48% in 2015, 58% in 2016, and 61% in 2017.... 

Why Did Americans Change Their Minds About the Wall? 

Harsh Rhetoric Makes People More Sympathetic to Immigrants: First, Americans may become more sympathetic of 

immigration when public figures who want to reduce it, like Trump, Steve Bannon, or Pat Buchanan, are on the offensive. 

Rhetoric from all sides becomes emotional, the media weighs in, people make statements that give the impression they do 

not like immigrants, and get upset. 

Available survey data reveals two such instances, first in the mid-1990s and next in the mid-2000s. Both were periods when 

the nation debated immigration reform.... Emotions ran hot. For instance, in a televised interview in 1991 

Buchanan argued “there is nothing wrong with us sitting down and arguing that issue that we are a European country” 

and in 1995 he described illegal immigration as a “foreign invasion.” .... 

The Border Wall Has Become a Symbol:.... In the minds of many Americans—although not all—the wall has become 

symbolic of attitudes toward immigrants and racial minorities. As political scientists may put it, the wall has become 

“racialized.” ....When Trump announced his bid for the presidency, he declared Mexico is “sending people that have lots 

of problems…. They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.” .... 

Migration Policy Institute 

https://www.cato.org/publications/commentary/americans-used-support-border-wall-what-changed-their-minds
https://thefederalist.com/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1991/12/09/buchanan-wont-dodge-issues-used-by-duke/b453450b-4ed9-445d-b862-a2bc4dc08993/?utm_term=.5e83276abd1b
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/fact-checker/wp/2015/07/08/donald-trumps-false-comments-connecting-mexican-immigrants-and-crime/?utm_term=.1eed401980c7
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/immigrant-population-over-time
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Instead, many people changed their minds about a border wall when they came to view it as a symbol of ...animus toward 

immigrants and racial minorities and thus immoral. While many advocates of the border wall insist the wall is a 

humanitarian cause and is necessary for border security, they are talking past those who view it as a racialized symbol. 

Can we bridge these divisive frames? 

Consider the gap between these opposing frames: 

• Immigrants are illegals and aliens who should not be granted 

amnesty because they are criminals. 

• Immigrants are migrants who deserve our support because 

they are seeking safety and opportunity. 

Historically, the gap between these views has been bridged by 

characterizing immigrants as undocumented workers and 

refugees seeking freedom from communist tyranny.  What 

bridges are available to us now? 
Th 

Lessons to be Learned 

As exemplified by Martin Luther King, the civil rights 

movement helped us renew our commitment to making good on 

the promises set out in our founding documents, and it also 

demonstrated what committed people can achieve by working 

together to create a more equitable society.  I hope our hour 

together will help you reflect on how such historic movements 

have affected your own life, for I believe that doing so can help 

you see your personal and political lives as more integrally 

related than you may have imagined.  If not, it was just an hour 

Do we still have faith that “the arc of the moral universe. . . 

bends toward justice,” as King envisioned? 

• Do you believe your destiny is tied up with the destiny                    

of others? 

• In King’s terms, what have been the “creative tensions” 

that have shaped your experiences with race? 

• How did the civil rights movement affect you, your family, 

and community? 

Whether or not the feminism figured into your life, how do you 

understand the “arc” of your own understanding of the politics 

of gender? 

• Do you see gender as political?  

• How has your political consciousness developed? 

• How does politics factor into your daily life? 

• Did feminists help you think through such questions? 
 

Do you view immigration as a threat, an obligation, or 

something else entirely? 

• How do you frame the challenges of immigration—as an 

economic, cultural, and/or social issue 

• How do you understand the racial dimensions? 

• How open minded do you think you are in considering 

different ways of framing this and other issues? 

 

A Final Takeaway: Intergenerational Dialogues 

• 4 Generations of American Women: Great Progress, 

Persistent Challenges 

• Four Generations of Women 
 

Let America be America again. 
Let it be the dream it used to be. 
Let it be the pioneer on the plain 

Seeking a home where he himself is free. 

(America never was America to me.) 

Let America be the dream the dreamers dreamed— 
Let it be that great strong land of love 

Where never kings connive nor tyrants scheme 
That any man be crushed by one above. 

(It never was America to me.)…. 

I am the poor white, fooled and pushed apart, 
I am the Negro bearing slavery's scars. 

I am the red man driven from the land, 
I am the immigrant clutching the hope I seek… 

Yet I'm the one who dreamt our basic dream 
In the Old World while still a serf of kings, 

Who dreamt a dream so strong, so brave, so true,…  
To build a "homeland of the free." 

The free? 

Who said the free? Not me? 
Surely not me? The millions on relief today? 

The millions shot down when we strike? 
The millions who have nothing for our pay? 

For all the dreams we've dreamed 
And all the songs we've sung 
And all the hopes we've held 
And all the flags we've hung, 

The millions who have nothing for our pay— 
Except the dream that's almost dead today. 

O, let America be America again— 
The land that never has been yet— 

And yet must be—the land where every man is 
free... 

O, yes, 
I say it plain, 

America never was America to me, 
And yet I swear this oath— 

America will be! ... 
   

“Let America be America again” (1935) 
Langston Hughes 

 
This handout with links and the PowerPoint: 

https://tmiller.faculty.arizona.edu/content/oth

er-projects 
  

 

 

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/women/reports/2015/05/12/112971/4-generations-of-american-women-great-progress-persistent-challenges/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/women/reports/2015/05/12/112971/4-generations-of-american-women-great-progress-persistent-challenges/
https://petapixel.com/2013/05/14/four-generations-of-women-captured-in-a-single-family-portrait/
https://tmiller.faculty.arizona.edu/content/other-projects
https://tmiller.faculty.arizona.edu/content/other-projects

