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African Americans & Freedom
A few of the many ways black and indigenous folks helped the US 
live into the rhetoric of “freedom for all” despite fierce resistance, 

with resources to learn more about each.
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Foundations of U.S. Colonial 
Economy
“As a source of the fledgling nation’s financial might, slavery 
shaped our political institutions and founding documents, our laws 
governing private property and financial regulation, our 
management techniques and accounting systems, and our 
economic systems and labor unions.” 

 (“Capitalism,” by Matthew Desmond, in The 1619 Project)



“One crop, slave-grown cotton, provided over half of all US export 
earnings. By 1840, the South grew 60 percent of the world's cotton and 
provided some 70 percent of the cotton consumed by the British textile 
industry. Thus slavery paid for a substantial share of the capital, iron, and 
manufactured goods that laid the basis for American economic growth. In 
addition, precisely because the South specialized in cotton production, 
the North developed a variety of businesses that provided services for the 
slave South, including textile factories, a meat processing industry, 
insurance companies, shippers, and cotton brokers.”  
(Matthew Desmond, “Capitalism,” in 1619 Project)

Wealth
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Founding Fathers

• The Primary authors of the Declaration of Independence, Constitution, and Bill of Rights were all 
enslavers.  Southerners were presidents for all but 12 of the first 50 years.  Virginia was the largest, 
wealthiest, and oldest colony and the first to enshrine chattel slavery, where human beings are 
considered property to be bought, sold, inherited, given, disciplined, raped, killed, with no personal 
freedom or recognized rights. It was the wealth generated by enslaved people that gave the 
founding fathers the time, political and economic power to shape the future of the nation towards 
freedom for white people and enslavement and theft of land for every other resident of the US.


• Source:  1619 Project (can't find page now) and, for concise definition of “chattel slavery,”       
https://study.com/academy/lesson/chattel-slavery-definition-and-america.html?
src=ppc_adwords_nonbrand&rcntxt=aws&crt=502044578140&kwd=&kwid=dsa-1187583619848&ag
id=116312175297&mt=&device=c&network=g&_campaign=SeoPPC&gclid=CjwKCAjwk_WVBhBZEi
wAUHQCmRbpp6hkEb3eMxtRlOn1PUGGdp_6TzIQMX7xrVs2eTOuV8Iey6r_DxoC4ZAQAvD_BwE



The Black Church
•Roots in experiences of enslavement and prayer

•Jesus as companion in suffering and model for endurance, Reign of God

•Grounded in prophetic tradition of Hebrew Bible where God “heard the cry of 
the Israelites” and sent Moses to free them, and later Biblical critiques of 
economic exploitation and idolatry

•Communities about praise, worship, mutual aid, resistance to injustice, 
education, and reclaiming of personhood in God in a nation and white church 
determined to deny that personhood. (MLK King Junior:  "11am Sunday 
morning is the most segregated hour of the week.”)

•Academic theologians include Howard Thurman, James Cone, Delores 
Williams, Katie Cannon, Jacquelyn Grant, Renita Weems and a host of others

•Source:  Anthea Butler, “Church,” in 1619 Project (and my own experience)




Poets and songwriters
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.)

O, let my land be a land where Liberty 
Is crowned with no false patriotic wreath, 
But opportunity is real, and life is free, 
Equality is in the air we breathe.

(There’s never been equality for me, 
Nor freedom in this “homeland of the free.”)

Say, who are you that mumbles in the dark? 
And who are you that draws your veil across the stars?

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— 
And finding only the same old stupid plan 
Of dog eat dog, of mighty crush the weak.


Beginning of “Let America be America Again,” by Langston Hughes

Source:  https://poets.org/poem/let-america-be-america-again



Poets and songwriters
Lift Every Voice and Sing, James Weldon Johnson (poem) 
and Rosamond Johnson (music)

First sung in 1905 for celebration of Abraham Lincoln’s Birthday, sung  by 500 students at 
Stanton School, Jacksonville, Florida   (source:  https://naacp.org/find-resources/history-
explained/lift-every-voice-and-sing)

Lift every voice and sing

Till earth and heaven ring

Ring with the harmonies of Liberty

Let our rejoicing rise

High as the listening skies

Let it resound loud as the rolling sea

Sing a song full of the faith 

that the dark past has taught us

Sing a song full of the hope

 that the present has brought us

Facing the rising sun of our new day begun

Let us march on till victory is won


Stony the road we trod

Bitter the chastening rod

Felt in the days when hope unborn had died

Yet with a steady beat

Have not our weary feet

Come to the place for which our fathers sighed?

We have come over a way 

that with tears has been watered

We have come, treading our path 

through the blood of the slaughtered

Out from the gloomy past

Till now we stand at last

Where the white gleam of our bright star is cast


God of our weary years

God of our silent tears

Thou who has brought us thus far on the way

Thou who has by Thy might Led us into the light

Keep us forever in the path, we pray

Lest our feet stray from the places, 

our God, where we met Thee

Lest, our hearts drunk with the 

wine of the world, we forget Thee

Shadowed beneath Thy hand

May we forever stand

True to our God

True to our native land

Our native land




Orators, scholars, citizens
David Walker, Frederick Douglass, WEB DuBois, Sojourner Truth, and too 
many other public speakers to name who called the US to live into the 
promise of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” for ALL Americans.


Ida B. Wells-Barnett, journalist who “condemned lynching and violent and 
legal efforts by white Southerners to deny newly freed Black Americans the 
vote.” (More:  https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/
biographies/ida-b-wells-barnett)


Fannie Lou Hamer, fought for voting rights and right to be seated at 1964 
Democratic National Convention from Mississippi.  (more: neh.gov/article/
sweat-and-blood-fannie-lou-hamer)


 (Overall source:  Nikole Hannah-Jones“Justice” in 1619 Project)



Military Service
“Despite unfair compensation, segregation, and even legal 
bars on military service, African Americans have served in 
every conflict in U.S. history.”

For a much more detailed (and professional) presentation, from which I borrowed 
heavily, see “African Americans in the US Military." . .  
 https://artsandculture.google.com/story/african-americans-in-the-us-military-from-
the-revolution-to-the-world-wars-the-gilder-lehrman-institute-of-american-history/
2wVhYQ9uBRWnIw?hl=en 
 



The Civil Rights Movement
Fight for voting rights, housing rights, jobs at living wages,  
safety, started with the fall of Reconstruction, waxing and 
waning in the face of government-sanctioned and vigilante 
violence.  

Foundation for all other movements for civil rights in the 
1960’s to the present:  women’s rights, LGBT rights, Latinx and 
Asian inclusion in US, etc.


