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Increasingly, middle school, high school, and college teachers are  
being held accountable for improving reading comprehension in the content 
areas. We at the Great Books Foundation have taken this goal a step 
further: we have developed a method of learning that improves not only 
reading comprehension but also critical thinking and writing, skills that 
are vital for today’s student. And in conjunction with that method, we have 
created anthologies whose content encourages discussion and thought and, 
as a result, deeper understanding. 

Perhaps nowhere is that need for understanding more critical than in the 
area of social studies. As our society becomes increasingly complex, it is 
more important than ever to know and understand the foundations both 
of American democracy and of civil society as a whole. The classic and 
contemporary texts we have assembled are indispensable in examining and 
understanding the formation of American democracy, the concept of human 
rights, and the connection between the inner life and public service. As 
Thomas Jefferson noted more than two hundred years ago, “An enlightened 
citizenry is indispensable for the proper functioning of a republic.”

About Shared Inquiry
The Shared Inquiry™ method developed by the Great Books Foundation  
is designed to help students achieve a thorough understanding of a text by 
having them discuss questions, responses, and insights with others. The 
questions that appear after each reading have been carefully designed to 
bring all participants into the discussion and to create deeper, more 
informed understanding. Our interpretive questions prompt students to 
articulate and examine the possible meanings of a text. These questions 
have as many answers as can be supported with evidence from the text. Our 
evaluative questions ask students to go beyond the text to think about the 
truth or validity of the ideas expressed in or suggested by a selection. 
Evaluative questions may also be used to focus written responses to a 
selection. Some selections also provide “Questions for Further Reflection” 
and “Questions for Research,” which are designed for more in-depth 
discussion and topics for writing assignments.

Great Books for Social StudiesGreat Books for Social Studies
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The Foundation has also created a program of professional development to help 
teachers fully understand the Shared Inquiry method and use it to its full 
potential. Through a progression of courses—as well as on-site 
consultation—teachers discover how and why students learn through 
Shared Inquiry discussion; see how Shared Inquiry helps students improve 
their reading comprehension, critical thinking, and writing skills; and 
develop higher level questioning skills themselves. Teachers can obtain 
more information about our professional learning program by contacting 
the Foundation.

About the Great Books Foundation
The Great Books Foundation is a nonprofit educational organization 
whose mission is to advance the critical, reflective thinking and social and 
civic engagement of readers of all ages through Shared Inquiry discussion 
of works and ideas of enduring value. Since 1947, the Foundation has 
helped people throughout the United States and other countries conduct 
discussion groups in schools, libraries, community centers, and other 
venues. For more information about Great Books materials or professional 
learning courses, call the Foundation at 800-222-5870 or visit our website 
at www.greatbooks.org. 

Shared Inquiry™ is a trademark of the Great Books Foundation.
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Let America Be America Again   Langston Hughes

Letter from Birmingham Jail   Martin Luther King Jr.
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Second Inaugural Address

Abraham Lincoln

March 4, 1865

At this second appearing to take the oath of the presidential office, there 
is less occasion for an extended address than there was at the first. Then a 
statement, somewhat in detail, of a course to be pursued, seemed fitting 
and proper. Now, at the expiration of four years, during which public dec-
larations have been constantly called forth on every point and phase of the 
great contest which still absorbs the attention, and engrosses the energies 
of the nation, little that is new could be presented. The progress of our 
arms, upon which all else chiefly depends, is as well known to the public as 
to myself; and it is, I trust, reasonably satisfactory and encouraging to all. 
With high hope for the future, no prediction in regard to it is ventured.

On the occasion corresponding to this four years ago, all thoughts were 
anxiously directed to an impending civil war. All dreaded it—all sought to 
avert it. While the inaugural address was being delivered from this place, 
devoted altogether to saving the Union without war, insurgent agents 
were in the city seeking to destroy it without war—seeking to dissolve the 
Union, and divide effects, by negotiation. Both parties deprecated war; but 
one of them would make war rather than let the nation survive; and the 
other would accept war rather than let it perish. And the war came.

One-eighth of the whole population were colored slaves, not distrib-
uted generally over the Union, but localized in the Southern part of it. 
These slaves constituted a peculiar and powerful interest. All knew that 
this interest was, somehow, the cause of the war. To strengthen, perpetu-
ate, and extend this interest was the object for which the insurgents would 
rend the Union, even by war; while the government claimed no right to 
do more than to restrict the territorial enlargement of it. Neither party 
expected for the war, the magnitude, or the duration, which it has already 
attained. Neither anticipated that the cause of the conflict might cease 
with, or even before, the conflict itself should cease. Each looked for an 
easier triumph, and a result less fundamental and astounding. Both read 
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the same Bible, and pray to the same God; and each invokes his aid against 
the other. It may seem strange that any men should dare to ask a just God’s 
assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men’s faces; 
but let us judge not that we be not judged. The prayers of both could not be 
answered; that of neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has his 
own purposes. “Woe unto the world because of offenses! for it must needs 
be that offenses come; but woe to that man by whom the offense cometh!” 
If we shall suppose that American slavery is one of those offenses which, 
in the providence of God, must needs come, but which, having continued 
through his appointed time, he now wills to remove, and that he gives to 
both North and South, this terrible war, as the woe due to those by whom 
the offense came, shall we discern therein any departure from those di-
vine attributes which the believers in a Living God always ascribe to him? 
Fondly do we hope—fervently do we pray—that this mighty scourge of 
war may speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it continue, until all the 
wealth piled by the bondman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited 
toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash, shall 
be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years 
ago, so still it must be said “the judgments of the Lord, are true and righ-
teous altogether.” 

With malice toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the 
right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to the finish the work 
we are in; to bind up the nation’s wounds; to care for him who shall have 
borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan—to do all which may 
achieve and cherish a just, and a lasting peace, among ourselves, and with 
all nations.

The Will of the People Sample Unit
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Interpretive Questions

1. Why does Lincoln take up the attitude of “judge not that we be  
not judged,” even though he believes slavery to have been an offense  
to God?

2. Why doesn’t Lincoln feel triumphant regarding the successful course 
of the war? Why does he avoid calling for vengeance?

3. According to Lincoln, did the North “accept” war because of its wish 
to preserve the Union, or because of its abhorrence of slavery?

4.  Does Lincoln blame the South for causing the war? Why does Lincoln 
point out that “the government claimed no right to do more than to 
restrict the territorial enlargement” of slavery?

5. According to Lincoln, why were people who had so much in  
common—even praying to the same God—unable to avoid such  
a terrible conflict?

Evaluative Questions

1. Are Americans as deeply divided today as in the time of Lincoln?

2. Would Americans go to war today to preserve the Union from  
division?

3. What is the proper balance between forgiveness for past wrongs and 
necessary reparations in the name of justice?

Second Inaugural Address
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Let America Be America Again

Langston Hughes

1938

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, 

Let America Be America Again, by Langston Hughes, from THE COLLECTED POEMS OF LANGSTON 
HUGHES, edited by Arnold Rampersad, copyright © 1994 by The Estate of Langston Hughes. Used by per-
mission of Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc.
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Let America Be America Again

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.
I am the young man, full of strength and hope, 
Tangled in that ancient endless chain 
Of profit, power, gain, of grab the land! 
Of grab the gold! Of grab the ways of satisfying need! 
Of work the men! Of take the pay! 
Of owning everything for one’s own greed!

I am the farmer, bondsman to the soil. 
I am the worker sold to the machine. 
I am the Negro, servant to you all. 
I am the people, humble, hungry, mean—
Hungry yet today despite the dream. 
Beaten yet today—O, Pioneers! 
I am the man who never got ahead, 
The poorest worker bartered through the years.

Yet I’m the one who dreamt our basic dream
In that Old World while still a serf of kings,
Who dreamt a dream so strong, so brave, so true,
That even yet its mighty daring sings
In every brick and stone, in every furrow turned
That’s made America the land it has become.
O, I’m the man who sailed those early seas
In search of what I meant to be my home—
For I’m the one who left dark Ireland’s shore,
And Poland’s plain, and England’s grassy lea,

And torn from Black Africa’s strand I came 
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? 
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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. 
The land that’s mine—the poor man’s, Indian’s, Negro’s, ME—
Who made America, 
Whose sweat and blood, whose faith and pain, 
Whose hand at the foundry, whose plow in the rain, 
Must bring back our mighty dream again.

Sure, call me any ugly name you choose—
The steel of freedom does not stain.
From those who live like leeches on the people’s lives,
We must take back our land again,
America!

O, yes, 
I say it plain, 
America never was America to me, 
And yet I swear this oath— 
America will be!

Out of the rack and ruin of our gangster death, 
The rape and rot of graft, and stealth, and lies, 
We, the people, must redeem 
The land, the mines, the plants, the rivers. 
The mountains and the endless plain—
All, all the stretch of these great green states—
And make America again!

The Will of the People Sample Unit
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Interpretive Questions

1. Who is the speaker in the poem addressing? What is the speaker’s  
purpose in making this address?

2. If America has not been America for the people listed in the poem, 
then has it been America for anyone?

3. According to the speaker, who is responsible for building America?

4.  Why does the speaker say, “We must take back our land again”? From 
whom should it be taken? Why?

5. What will be necessary, according to the speaker, to redeem the land?

Evaluative Questions

1. Did an earlier and more just America ever exist, as suggested in the 
statement “Let America be America again”?

2. If America was founded on stolen property, then is it contradictory for 
Hughes to say, “We must take back our land”?

3. How can the products of injustice be redeemed?

Let America Be America Again
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