
Adding to the Picture: The 1963 March on Washington for 
Jobs and Freedom 

 

In this activity, you examine three documents to better understand the goals, participants, and leaders of the 1963 March on Washington. 

Objectives 
1. You will analyze different primary sources to discover what different groups expected from the 1963 March on 

Washington for Jobs and Freedom. 

2. You will compare the traditional narrative of the March on Washington with the picture that emerges from the 

document(s) they analyze in the activity.    

Instructions 
1. Step 1: Do Now: Picture the civil rights movement: what people, places, and events do you see? (Assuming one of you 

mentioned the “I Have a Dream” speech) -- While the 1963 March on Washington and MLK's "I Have a Dream" 

speech is one of the most iconic events of the civil rights movement, most textbooks and films just focus on the role of 

a few key leaders.  Today they will look at some images and read some primary sources to get a sense of the "bigger 

picture" of the many people who made the march successful.   

2. Step 2: Divide into 7 groups. Please locate the "Adding to the Picture" worksheet and the photograph of the 

march's leaders.  Let’s analyze the photograph to complete the first row on the worksheet.  

3. Step 3: Please locate the "I Have a Dream" excerpt.  Let’s read the document aloud.  Afterward, work with your groups 

to complete the second row on the worksheet. Before moving on to the next step, we will go over your responses.   

4. Step 4:  Pass out one document to each group.   

 Black Workers Call for a March on Washington (pamphlet only) 

 Women Protestors Rally at the March on Washington 

 "What We Demand" 

 Bayard Rustin Reflects on the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom 

 John Lewis Tells America to "Wake Up" 

 A Female Civil Rights Activist Condemns "Jane Crow" 

5. Step 5: Answer the question at the bottom of the sheet, explaining how their document "adds to the picture" of the 

1963 March on Washington. 

Step 6: Each group presents its document to the whole class. The class votes on the one or two documents that BEST "add to 

the picture" based on which group made their case most convincingly.   

 
Historical Context 
The 1963 March on Washington was followed by the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (outlawing segregation) and the 1965 Voting 

Rights Act.  The traditional narrative of the 1963 March on Washington focuses on the role of significant national figures like 

Martin Luther King, Jr. and Ralph Abernathy in planning and leading the march, and its placement in the timeline of key civil 

rights events in the 1960s.  This narrative, repeated in textbooks and films and national celebrations of the civil rights 

movement, leave out or lose sight of the significant role of ordinary people, students, women, and local organizers to organize 

the march (and other events of the movement). 

 

Usually these narratives include only one aspect of the marchers' demands, too: civil rights. In fact, the 1963 march was the 

culmination of a decades-long process of bringing both the political and economic needs of the black community to the 



attention of Washington lawmakers. This process started during World War II, when labor groups, led by A. Philip Randolph, 

threatened to march on Washington if black workers were not hired and paid equally to white workers in defense industries.    

Some marchers in 1963 wanted even greater changes than the leaders of the march would dare broach. Women wanted full 

gender and racial equality.  Randolph and labor leaders continued to ask for greater economic equality, as they had been since 

the 1940s.  More radical students wanted bigger structural transformations in society, and were not afraid to stridently critique 

the government they saw impeding progress.  All of these voices were present at the 1963 March, leading some scholars to 

suggest that the 1963 March was really "many marches" converged in one place at one time.   

  

  



I Have a Dream (Excerpt) 
 

Martin Luther King, Jr.'s famous "I Have a Dream" speech was delivered on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial at the conclusion of the March 

on Washington for Jobs and Freedom on August 28, 1963. Delivered in the rhetorical tradition of the African-American church, the speech is 

hailed as a masterpiece, epitomizing King's eloquent and powerful oratory. In the excerpts that follow, King issues an urgent call to action and 

articulates his vision of a society based on racial harmony and equality. 

 

We have also come to his 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 quicksands 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 hoped 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.  

 

SOURCE | Martin Luther King, Jr., "I Have a Dream," address to the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, 28 August 1963, from History and Politics Out 

Loud, http://www.hpol.org/transcript.php?id=72. 

CREATOR | Martin Luther King, Jr. 

ITEM TYPE | Speech 

  



Civil Rights Leaders March on Washington 
 

This photograph shows some of the leaders of the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom on August 28,1963. The group includes Dr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr., front row, second from left and A. Philip Randolph, second from the right. King delivered his famous "I Have a 

Dream" speech during the march's dramatic climax in front of the Lincoln Memorial. The event involved an estimated 250,000 people who 

marched for an end to racial segregation and job discrimination. The March was widely credited for leading to the passage of the Civil Rights Act 

of 1964 and the National Voting Rights Act of 1965. 

 

 

 

SOURCE | U.S. Information Agency, "Photograph of Leaders at the Head of the Civil Rights March on Washington, D.C., August 28, 1963," b/w photograph 

(Washington, D.C., National Archives, c1963), http://arcweb.archives.gov/arc/action/ExternalIdSearch?id=542002. 

CREATOR | U.S. Information Agency 

ITEM TYPE | Photograph 

 

  



John Lewis Tells America to "Wake Up" 
 

John Lewis, the 23-year-old chairman of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) drafted the speech excerpted below for the 

1963 March on Washington. When copies of the speech were circulated in advance, march organizers, as well as Attorney General Robert F. 

Kennedy, objected to his strong rhetoric and criticisms of the federal government. The speech that Lewis delivered in front of the Lincoln 

Memorial on August 28, 1963 was a toned-down version that he agreed to only after aging civil rights leader A. Philip Randolph personally 

appealed to him not to endanger the success of such a historic event. 

 

In good conscience, we cannot support wholeheartedly the administration's civil rights bill, for it is too little and too late…. 

 

This bill will not protect young children and old women from police dogs and fire hoses, for engaging in peaceful 

demonstrations….It will not help the citizens of Mississippi, of Alabama and Georgia, who are qualified to vote but lack a 

sixth-grade education…. People have been forced to leave their homes because they dared to exercise their right to register to 

vote. What is there in this bill to ensure the equality of a maid who earns $5 a week in the home of a family whose income is 

$100,000 a year?.... 

 

I want to know, which side is the Federal Government on? 

 

The revolution is at hand, and we must free ourselves of the chains of political and economic slavery. The nonviolent revolution 

is saying, "We will not wait for the courts to act, for we have been waiting for hundreds of years. We will not wait for the 

President, the Justice Department, nor Congress, but we will take matters into our own hands and create a source of power, 

outside of any national structure, that could and would assure us a victory." 

 

To those who have said, "Be patient and wait," we must say that "patience" is a dirty and nasty word. We cannot be patient, we 

do not want to be free gradually. We want our freedom, and we want it now. We cannot depend on any political party, for both 

the Democrats and the Republicans have betrayed the basic principles of the Declaration of Independence….. 

 

The revolution is a serious one. Mr. Kennedy is trying to take the revolution out of the streets and put it into the courts. Listen, 

Mr. Kennedy. Listen, Mr. Congressman. Listen, fellow citizens. The black masses are on the march for jobs and freedom, and 

we must say to the politicians that there won't be a "cooling-off" period. 

 

All of us must get in the revolution. Get in and stay in the streets of every city, every village and every hamlet of this nation 

until true freedom comes, until the revolution is complete. In the Delta of Mississippi, in southwest Georgia, in Alabama, 

Harlem, Chicago, Detroit, Philadelphia and all over this nation, the black masses are on the march! 

 

We won't stop now. All of the forces of Eastland, Bamett, Wallace and Thurmond won't stop this revolution. The time will 

come when we will not confine our marching to Washington. We will march through the South, through the heart of Dixie, the 

way Sherman did. We shall pursue our own "scorched earth" policy and burn Jim Crow to the ground—nonviolently. We shall 

fragment the South into a thousand pieces and put them back together in the image of democracy. We will make the action of 

the past few months look petty. And I say to you, WAKE UP AMERICA! 

 

SOURCE | In John Lewis and Michael D'Orson, Walking With the Wind: A Memoir of the Movement (San Diego: Harcourt Brace, 1999), 216-23, 225-28. 

CREATOR | John Lewis 

ITEM TYPE | Speech 

  



"What We Demand" 
 

This page appeared in a flier calling Americans to participate in the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom on August 28, 1963. Elsewhere 

in the flier, march organizers called generally "to restore economic freedom to all in this nation; to blot out once and for all the scourge of racial 

discrimination" and urged "the time is NOW." The march was organized by civil rights, labor, and religious organizations and drew more than 

250,000 people from across the country to Washington, D.C. 

 

 

 

SOURCE | March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom Committee, "What We Demand," available from PBS Video Database Resource, 

http://videoindex.pbs.org/resources/eyes/primary/tp5b.html 

CREATOR | March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom Committee 

ITEM TYPE | Pamphlet/Petition 

  



Black Workers Call for a March on Washington 
 

In May 1941, as it became clear that the U.S. would probably be entering World War II, black labor leader A. Philip Randolph and other activists 

founded the March on Washington Movement (MOWM). They called for a mass march on the nation's capital to protest job discrimination in 

government financed jobs and segregation in the military. On June 24, 1941, President Franklin Roosevelt issued Executive Order 8802, which 

banned racial discrimination in government employment, defense industries, and training programs. MOWM leaders called off the march, 

though they continued to organize other civil rights campaigns. Activists' vision of a mass march on Washington was eventually realized at the 

August 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, which drew over 250,000 people. 

 

 

 

Dear fellow Negro Americans, be not dismayed by these terrible times. You possess power, great power. Our problem is to 

harness and hitch it up for action on the broadest, daring and most gigantic scale. 

 

In this period of power politics, nothing counts but pressure, more pressure, and still more pressure, through the tactic and 

strategy of broad, organized, aggressive mass action behind the vital and important issues of the Negro. To this end, we propose 

that ten thousand Negroes MARCH ON WASHINGTON FOR JOBS IN NATIONAL DEFENSE AND EQUAL 

INTEGRATION IN THE FIGHTING FORCES OF THE UNITED STATES. 

 

An "all-out" thundering march on Washington, ending in a monster and huge demonstration at Lincoln's Monument will shake 

up white America. 

 

It will shake up official Washington. 

It will give encouragement to our white friends to fight all the harder by our side, with us, for our righteous cause. 

It will gain respect for the Negro people. 

It will create a new sense of self-respect among Negroes. 

But what of national unity? 



We believe in national unity which recognizes equal opportunity of black and white citizens to jobs in national defense and the 

armed forces, and in all other institutions and endeavors in America. We condemn all dictatorships, Fascist, Nazi and 

Communist. We are loyal, patriotic Americans all. 

 

But if American democracy will not defend its defenders; if American democracy will not protect its protectors; if American 

democracy will not give jobs to its toilers because of race or color; if American democracy will not insure equality of 

opportunity, freedom and justice to its citizens, black and white, it is a hollow mockery and belies the principles for which it is 

supposed to stand. . . . 

 

Today we call on President Roosevelt, a great humanitarian and idealist, to . . . free American Negro citizens of the stigma, 

humiliation and insult of discrimination and Jim-Crowism in Government departments and national defense. 

The Federal Government cannot with clear conscience call upon private industry and labor unions to abolish discrimination 

based on race and color as long as it practices discrimination itself against Negro Americans. 

 

SOURCE | A. Philip Randolph, "Call to Negro America to March on Washington for Jobs and Equal Participation in National Defense,"Black Worker 14 (May 

1941). 

CREATOR | A. Philip Randolph 

ITEM TYPE | Pamphlet/Petition 

  



Women Protesters Rally at the March on Washington 
 

In this photograph taken at the August 28, 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, women marchers carry signs supporting a variety 

of demands. 

 

 

 

SOURCE | Warren K. Leffler, "Civil Rights March on Washington, D.C.," photograph (U.S. News & World Report, 1963); from Library of Congress, Prints & 

Photographs Division, http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/ppmsca.03128. 

CREATOR | Warren K. Leffler 

ITEM TYPE | Photograph 



Bayard Rustin Reflects on the March on Washington for 

Jobs and Freedom 

 

In this oral history Bayard Rustin offers his opinion about why the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, held on August 28, 1963, was a 

success. Rustin was an organizer of the march along with many others, including A. Philip Randolph, an African-American labor leader. 

Randolph had also organized the March on Washington Movement in 1941 which, through the threat of a mass march on Washington, 

persuaded President Franklin Roosevelt to issue an executive order banning discrimination in government employment, defense industries, and 

training programs. The 1963 march is best known for the stirring oratory of the "I Have a Dream" speech delivered by Rev. Martin Luther King, 

Jr. 

 

It wasn’t the Harry Belafontes and the greats from Hollywood that made the march. What made the march was that black people 

voted that day with their feet. They came from every state, they came in jalopies, on trains, buses, anything they could get—

some walked. There were about three hundred congressmen there, but none of them said a word. We had told them to come, but 

we wanted to talk with them, they were not to talk to us. And after they came and saw that it was very orderly, that there was 

fantastic determination, that there were all kinds of people there other than black people, they knew there was a consensus in 

this country for the civil rights bill. After the March on Washington, when Kennedy called into the White House the leaders 

who had been resistant before the march, he made it very clear to them now he was prepared to put his weight behind the bill. 

 

The march ended for me when we had finally made sure we had not left one piece of paper, not a cup, nothing. We had a five-

hundred-man cleanup squad. I went back to the hotel and said to Mr. Randolph, “Chief, I want you to see that there is not a 

piece of paper or any dirt or filth or anything left here.” And Mr. Randolph went to thank me and tears began to come down his 

cheeks. 

 

SOURCE | Henry Hampton and Steve Fayer with Sarah Flynn, Voices of Freedom: An Oral History of the Civil Rights Movement From the 1950s 

Through the 1980s (New York: Bantam Books, 1990). 

INTERVIEWEE | Bayard Rustin 

ITEM TYPE | Oral History 

  



A Female Civil Rights Organizer Condemns "Jane Crow" 
 

Pauli Murray entered law school in 1941 with the "single-minded intention of destroying Jim Crow." Murray and her peers, though on the 

frontlines of civil rights demonstrations and behind the scenes of many organizational meetings since the 1940s, had grown disenchanted with 

their exclusion from the Movement's leadership. Especially humiliating to Murray was the absence of women speakers at the 1963 March on 

Washington. In this speech (later distributed in a pamphlet) to the National Council of Negro Women, Murray articulated the dual burdens of 

racism and sexism black women faced, and called for white and black women to work together to end their shared problems. 

 

Negro women, historically, have carried the dual burden of Jim Crow and Jane Crow. They have not always carried it 

graciously but they have carried it effectively... In the course of their climb, Negro women have had to fight against the 

stereotypes of "female dominance" on the one hand and loose morals on the other hand, both growing out of the roles forced 

upon them during the slavery experience and its aftermath. But out of their struggle for human dignity, they also developed a 

tradition of independence and self-reliance... 

 

In the human rights battle, America has seen the image of the Negro evolving through many women...  Not only have women 

whose names are well known given this great human effort its peculiar vitality but women in the many communities whose 

names will never be known have revealed the courage and strength of the Negro woman.  These are the mothers who have stood 

in school yards with their children, many times alone.  These are the images which have touched America's heart.  Painful as 

these experiences have been, one cannot help asking: would the Negro struggle have come this far without the indomitable 

determination of its women? 

 

Recent disquieting events have made imperative an assessment of the role of the Negro woman in the quest for equality.  The 

civil rights revolt, like many social upheavals, has released powerful pent-up emotions, cross currents, rivalries and 

hostilities...  There is much jockeying for position as ambitious men push and elbow that way to leadership roles... 

What emerges most clearly from events of the past several months is the tendency to assign women to a secondary, ornamental 

or "honoree" role instead of the partnership role in the civil rights movement which they have earned by their courage, 

intelligence, and dedication.  It was bitterly humiliating for Negro women on August 28 to see themselves accorded little more 

than token recognition in the historic March on Washington.  Not a single woman was invited to make one of the major 

speeches or to be part of the delegation of leaders who went to the White House.  This omission was 

deliberate.  Representations for recognition of women were made to the policy-making body sufficiently in advance of the 

August 28 arrangements to have permitted the necessary adjustments of the program.  What the Negro women leaders were told 

is revealing: that no representation was given to them because they would not be able to agree on a delegate.  How familiar was 

this excuse!  It is a typical response from an entrenched power group...  

 

SOURCE | Pauli Murray, "The Negro Woman in the Quest for Equality," speech, 14 November 1963, reprinted from The Acorn (June 1964), Schlesinger Library at 

Radcliffe College, available from Women and Social Movements in the United States, 1600-2000, 

http://asp6new.alexanderstreet.com/was2/was2.object.details.aspx?dorpid=1000673443. 

CREATOR | Pauli Murray 

ITEM TYPE | Speech 

 

 

  



 
Adding to the Picture: The 1963 March on Washington For Jobs & Freedom 

 

According to the WHO is important to the 
What is the March FOR? 

What is the March 
 

document… March? AGAINST?  

 
 

    
 

Document #1:    
 

Civil Rights Leaders    
 

March on Washington    
 

    
 

Document #2:    
 

“I Have a Dream”    
 

(excerpt)    
 

    
 

Document #3:    
 

    
 



 
After you have analyzed all three documents, write a paragraph explaining how the third document adds one or more of the following 
perspectives to your understanding of the March on Washington. Use evidence from the documents. 

o role of women 
o role of ordinary protesters rather than leaders 
o disagreement “behind the scenes” about who should be allowed to speak and what they should be allowed to say 
o 1963 was not the first planned March on Washington 

 


