
How to do a Primary Source Analysis 

A primary source is something from the time and place you are studying.  To analyze a primary 
source historically, you need to understand all of the following: 

• CONTEXT: the historical situation or circumstances in which the primary source was 
produced.  Who wrote this document? What is going on in the world, country, region, or 
locality when this was created?  When was it produced? For what audience was the 
source produced?  What type of document is this? Think, “What else do we need to know 
to better understand the evidence in this source?” 

• CONTENT: the major point(s) or meaning(s) of a primary source in its historical 
context.  What is the source’s main idea?  This can differ significantly from what the 
primary source may appear to mean to the modern observer.  Explain what the author was 
trying to explain with this source.  What is the author’s bias or point of view? 

• CONSEQUENCES/CONCLUSIONS: What contribution does this source make to our 
understanding of history?  What does this document reveal about the particular society 
and period in question?  Who is left out of consideration? Women, children, minorities, 
members of the majority? What are the effects or significance of this primary source in 
history?  Try to find the relationships between this source and way particular historical 
events unfolded 

PRIMARY SOURCE ANALYSIS: KEY CONCEPTS 

Fact vs. interpretations—in historical writing, facts include information that is not under 
dispute, such as what happened, who was involved, and when an event occurred.  Interpretations 
explain how or why something happened.  At its very heart, the study of primary sources centers 
on the interplay between ‘facts’ and interpretation. 

Perspective—a point of view 

Bias—a prejudice; an inclination or tendency of temperament or outlook.  Bias is evident in both 
primary and secondary sources. 

Primary Source—materials that have survived the past.  Examples include—but are not limited 
to—letters, photographs, buildings, or articles of clothing. In this exercise we will use speeches.  

Secondary Source—accounts of the past created by people writing about events after they 
happened.  Interpretations of the historical record. 

THE 5 W'S & FACT AND INTERPRETATION: 
Historians create stories that explain the past.  They need to describe the facts—that is, what 
happened in the past and when as well as who participated and where events occurred.  But 
historians must also interpret why events or changes happened.  History is therefore not just a 
recitation of facts.  Rather, primary sources offer readers a combination of facts and 
interpretations:   



• A fact indicates what happened, who was involved, and when it occurred (for example, 
the United States in the late 19th century experienced unprecedented industrial growth). 
• An interpretation explains why or how something happened (for example, the United 
States in the late 19th century experienced industrial growth because of the introduction of 
new technology or the destruction of the slave economy etc…)  A good way to detect an 
interpretation is to consider whether you can think of a counterargument (that is, an 
explanation that would argue the opposite). 

Rules:  

1.) Remember the Time and Place rule.  This rule says the closer in time and place a source and its 
creator were to an event in the past, the better the source will be.  Ergo, firsthand observers are 
usually more accurate than secondhand observers. 

2.) Bias Rule: Every source is biased in some way.  No piece of evidence should be taken at face 
value.  The creator’s point of view must be considered.  Each piece of evidence must be cross-
checked and compared with related sources and pieces of evidence. 

The following rubric describes levels of competence in completing a Primary Source Analysis on a 
history exam or homework assignment.  Levels correspond roughly to letter grades (4 = A, 1 = F), 
although criteria will vary somewhat depending upon the nature and level of the class.  

Level Criteria 

4 
• CONTEXT: thorough knowledge of what the source is, who produced it, where, when, and 

why it was produced.  
• CONTENT: sensitive and sophisticated understanding of the meaning of the source in its 

historical context; appreciation of the complexity or subtlety of the source.   
• CONSEQUENCES: clear grasp of the effect or importance of the source.  

3 
• CONTEXT: good knowledge of what the source is, who produced it, where, when, and why it 

was produced; no more than one of the above elements incomplete.  
• CONTENT: good understanding of the meaning of the source in its historical context.   
• CONSEQUENCES: clear grasp of the effect or importance of the source.  

2 
• CONTEXT: good knowledge of what the source is, who produced it, where, when, and why it 

was produced; no more than two of the above elements incomplete or missing.  
• CONTENT: adequate understanding of the meaning of the source in its historical context; 

some important points missing.   
• CONSEQUENCES: some grasp of the effect or importance of the source.  

1 
• CONTEXT: little or erroneous knowledge of what the source is, who produced it, where, 

when, and why it was produced; more than two of the above elements incomplete or missing.  
• CONTENT: no understanding of the meaning of the source in its historical context; major 

points missing or incorrect.  
• CONSEQUENCES: no or erroneous understanding of the effect or importance of the source. 

   



In the following pages are transcripts of three speeches (primary 
sources) given by American leaders in the 1960's. During this time, as 
the United States neared the brink of nuclear annihilation, Americans 
struggled for civil rights and hoped to create a better society. The 60's 
brought change, conflict, and proved crucial in determining the nature 
and beliefs of the American people today.  Select one speech  and 
analyze what these speeches what these speeches meant to the American 
people at the time. You may also briefly describe the context and 
speaker as well. Your complete response should be 7-10  sentences 
and entirely in your own words. Key points are bolded and 
underlined. 

Primary Source #1) I Have A DREAM Speech 

The United States and the Civil Rights Movement: March on Washington 1963 

Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.: (Lincoln Memorial) 

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 languished in the corners of American 
society and finds himself an exile in his own land. And so we've come here today 
to dramatize a shameful condition. 

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 
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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. And so, we've 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 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. And 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. And 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. And they have come to realize that their freedom is 
inextricably bound to our freedom.  

We cannot walk alone. 

And 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 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 self-hood 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."¹ 

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. And some of you 
have come from areas where your quest -- 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. 

And 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, and 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."2 

This is our hope, and 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. 

And this will be the day -- this will be the day when all of God's children will be 
able to sing with 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. 

And 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 snow-capped 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, and when we allow freedom 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! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Primary Source #2) The Great Society Speech 

The United States and the Civil Rights Movement: The Great Society 1964 

President Lyndon B. Johnson: (University of Michigan) 

It is a great pleasure to be here today. This university has been coeducational 
since 1870, but I do not believe it was on the basis of your accomplishments that a 
Detroit high school girl said (and I quote), "In choosing a college, you first have to 
decide whether you want a coeducational school or an educational school." Well, 
we can find both here at Michigan, although perhaps at different hours. I came out 
here today very anxious to meet the Michigan student whose father told a friend of 
mine that his son's education had been a real value. It stopped his mother from 
bragging about him. 

I have come today from the turmoil of your capital to the tranquility of your 
campus to speak about the future of your country. The purpose of protecting the 
life of our Nation and preserving the liberty of our citizens is to pursue the 
happiness of our people. Our success in that pursuit is the test of our success as a 
Nation. 

For a century we labored to settle and to subdue a continent. For half a century 
we called upon unbounded invention and untiring industry to create an order 
of plenty for all of our people. The challenge of the next half century is whether 
we have the wisdom to use that wealth to enrich and elevate our national life, and 
to advance the quality of our American civilization. 

Your imagination and your initiative and your indignation will determine 
whether we build a society where progress is the servant of our needs, or a 
society where old values and new visions are buried under unbridled growth. 



For in your time we have the opportunity to move not only toward the rich society 
and the powerful society, but upward to the Great Society. 

The Great Society rests on abundance and liberty for all. It demands an end 
to poverty and racial injustice, to which we are totally committed in our time. 
But that is just the beginning. 

The Great Society is a place where every child can find knowledge to enrich his 
mind and to enlarge his talents. It is a place where leisure is a welcome chance to 
build and reflect, not a feared cause of boredom and restlessness. It is a place 
where the city of man serves not only the needs of the body and the demands of 
commerce but the desire for beauty and the hunger for community. It is a place 
where man can renew contact with nature. It is a place which honors creation for 
its own sake and for what is adds to the understanding of the race. It is a place 
where men are more concerned with the quality of their goals than the quantity of 
their goods. 

But most of all, the Great Society is not a safe harbor, a resting place, a final 
objective, a finished work. It is a challenge constantly renewed, beckoning us 
toward a destiny where the meaning of our lives matches the marvelous products 
of our labor. 

So I want to talk to you today about three places where we begin to build the 
Great Society -- in our cities, in our countryside, and in our classrooms. 

Many of you will live to see the day, perhaps 50 years from now, when there 
will be 400 million Americans -- four-fifths of them in urban areas. In the 
remainder of this century urban population will double, city land will double, and 
we will have to build homes and highways and facilities equal to all those built 
since this country was first settled. So in the next 40 years we must re-build the 
entire urban United States. 

Aristotle said: "Men come together in cities in order to live, but they remain 
together in order to live the good life." It is harder and harder to live the good 
life in American cities today. The catalog of ills is long: there is the decay of the 
centers and the despoiling of the suburbs. There is not enough housing for our 
people or transportation for our traffic. Open land is vanishing and old landmarks 
are violated. Worst of all expansion is eroding these precious and time honored 
values of community with neighbors and communion with nature. The loss of 
these values breeds loneliness and boredom and indifference. 



And our society will never be great until our cities are great. Today the frontier of 
imagination and innovation is inside those cities and not beyond their borders. New 
experiments are already going on. It will be the task of your generation to make the 
American city a place where future generations will come, not only to live, but to 
live the good life. And I understand that if I stayed here tonight I would see that 
Michigan students are really doing their best to live the good life. 

This is the place where the Peace Corps was started. 

It is inspiring to see how all of you, while you are in this country, are trying so 
hard to live at the level of the people. 

A second place where we begin to build the Great Society is in our 
countryside. We have always prided ourselves on being not only America the 
strong and America the free, but America the beautiful. Today that beauty is in 
danger. The water we drink, the food we eat, the very air that we breathe, are 
threatened with pollution. Our parks are overcrowded, our seashores overburdened. 
Green fields and dense forests are disappearing. 

A few years ago we were greatly concerned about the "Ugly American." Today we 
must act to prevent an ugly America. 

For once the battle is lost, once our natural splendor is destroyed, it can never 
be recaptured. And once man can no longer walk with beauty or wonder at nature 
his spirit will wither and his sustenance be wasted. 

A third place to build the Great Society is in the classrooms of America. There 
your children's lives will be shaped. Our society will not be great until every young 
mind is set free to scan the farthest reaches of thought and imagination. We are still 
far from that goal. Today, 8 million adult Americans, more than the entire 
population of Michigan, have not finished 5 years of school. Nearly 20 million 
have not finished 8 years of school. Nearly 54 million -- more than one quarter of 
all America -- have not even finished high school. 

Each year more than 100,000 high school graduates, with proved ability, do not 
enter college because they cannot afford it. And if we cannot educate today's 
youth, what will we do in 1970 when elementary school enrollment will be 5 
million greater than 1960? And high school enrollment will rise by 5 million. And 
college enrollment will increase by more than 3 million. 
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In many places, classrooms are overcrowded and curricula are outdated. Most of 
our qualified teachers are underpaid and many of our paid teachers are unqualified. 
So we must give every child a place to sit and a teacher to learn from. Poverty 
must not be a bar to learning, and learning must offer an escape from 
poverty. 

But more classrooms and more teachers are not enough. We must seek an 
educational system which grows in excellence as it grows in size. This means 
better training for our teachers. It means preparing youth to enjoy their hours of 
leisure as well as their hours of labor. It means exploring new techniques of 
teaching, to find new ways to stimulate the love of learning and the capacity for 
creation. 

These are three of the central issues of the Great Society. While our Government 
has many programs directed at those issues, I do not pretend that we have the full 
answer to those problems. But I do promise this: We are going to assemble the best 
thought and the broadest knowledge from all over the world to find those answers 
for America. 

I intend to establish working groups to prepare a series of White House 
conferences and meetings -- on the cities, on natural beauty, on the quality of 
education, and on other emerging challenges. And from these meetings and from 
this inspiration and from these studies we will begin to set our course toward the 
Great Society. 

The solution to these problems does not rest on a massive program in 
Washington, nor can it rely solely on the strained resources of local authority. 
They require us to create new concepts of cooperation, a creative federalism, 
between the National Capital and the leaders of local communities. 

Woodrow Wilson once wrote: "Every man sent out from his university should be a 
man of his Nation as well as a man of his time." 

Within your lifetime powerful forces, already loosed, will take us toward a way of 
life beyond the realm of our experience, almost beyond the bounds of our 
imagination. 

For better or for worse, your generation has been appointed by history to deal with 
those problems and to lead America toward a new age. You have the chance 
never before afforded to any people in any age. You can help build a society 



where the demands of morality, and the needs of the spirit, can be realized in the 
life of the Nation. 

So, will you join in the battle to give every citizen the full equality which God 
enjoins and the law requires, whatever his belief, or race, or the color of his 
skin? 

Will you join in the battle to give every citizen an escape from the crushing 
weight of poverty? 

Will you join in the battle to make it possible for all nations to live in enduring 
peace -- as neighbors and not as mortal enemies? 

Will you join in the battle to build the Great Society, to prove that our material 
progress is only the foundation on which we will build a richer life of mind and 
spirit? 

There are those timid souls that say this battle cannot be won; that we are 
condemned to a soulless wealth. I do not agree. We have the power to shape the 
civilization that we want. But we need your will and your labor and your hearts, if 
we are to build that kind of society. 

Those who came to this land sought to build more than just a new country. They 
sought a new world. So I have come here today to your campus to say that you can 
make their vision our reality. So let us from this moment begin our work so that in 
the future men will look back and say: It was then, after a long and weary way, that 
man turned the exploits of his genius to the full enrichment of his life. 

Thank you. Good-bye. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Primary Source #3) The Cuban Missile Crisis Speech 

The United States and the Cold War: The Cuban Missile Crisis 1962  

President John F Kennedy:  Address to the Nation (television) 

Good evening, my fellow citizens:  

This Government, as promised, has maintained the closest surveillance of the 
Soviet military buildup on the island of Cuba. Within the past week, 
unmistakable evidence has established the fact that a series of offensive missile 
sites is now in preparation on that imprisoned island. The purpose of these bases 
can be none other than to provide a nuclear strike capability against the 
Western Hemisphere. 

Upon receiving the first preliminary hard information of this nature last Tuesday 
morning at 9 A.M., I directed that our surveillance be stepped up. And having now 
confirmed and completed our evaluation of the evidence and our decision on a 
course of action, this Government feels obliged to report this new crisis to you in 
fullest detail. 

The characteristics of these new missile sites indicate two distinct types of 
installations. Several of them include medium range ballistic missiles, capable of 
carrying a nuclear warhead for a distance of more than 1,000 nautical miles. Each 
of these missiles, in short, is capable of striking Washington, D. C., the Panama 
Canal, Cape Canaveral, Mexico City, or any other city in the southeastern part of 
the United States, in Central America, or in the Caribbean area. 

Additional sites not yet completed appear to be designed for intermediate range 
ballistic missiles -- capable of traveling more than twice as far -- and thus capable 
of  striking most of the major cities in the Western Hemisphere, ranging as far 



north as Hudson Bay, Canada, and as far south as Lima, Peru. In addition, jet 
bombers, capable of carrying nuclear weapons, are now being uncrated and 
assembled in Cuba, while the necessary air bases are being prepared. 

This urgent transformation of Cuba into an important strategic base -- by the 
presence of these large, long-range, and clearly offensive weapons of sudden mass 
destruction -- constitutes an explicit threat to the peace and security of all the 
Americas, in flagrant and deliberate defiance of the Rio Pact of 1947, the 
traditions of this nation and hemisphere, the joint resolution of the 87th Congress, 
the Charter of the United Nations, and my own public warnings to the Soviets on 
September 4 and 13. This action also contradicts the repeated assurances of 
Soviet spokesmen, both publicly and privately delivered, that the arms buildup in 
Cuba would retain its original defensive character, and that the Soviet Union had 
no need or desire to station strategic missiles. on the territory of any other nation. 

The size of this undertaking makes clear that it has been planned for some months. 
Yet, only last month, after I had made clear the distinction between any 
introduction of ground-to-ground missiles and the existence of defensive 
antiaircraft missiles, the Soviet Government publicly stated on September 11 that, 
and I quote, "the armaments and military equipment sent to Cuba are designed 
exclusively for defensive purposes," that there is, and I quote the Soviet 
Government, "there is no need for the Soviet Government to shift its weapons for a 
retaliatory blow to any other country, for instance Cuba," and that, and I quote their 
government, "the Soviet Union has so powerful rockets to carry these nuclear 
warheads that there is no need to search for sites for them beyond the boundaries of 
the Soviet Union." 

Only last Thursday, as evidence of this rapid offensive buildup was already in my 
hand, Soviet Foreign Minister Gromyko told me in my office that he was 
instructed to make it clear once again, as he said his government had already done, 
that Soviet assistance to Cuba, and I quote, "pursued solely the purpose of 
contributing to the defense capabilities of Cuba," that, and I quote him, "training by 
Soviet specialists of Cuban nationals in handling defensive armaments was by no 
means offensive, and if it were otherwise," Mr. Gromyko went on, "the Soviet 
Government would never become involved in rendering such assistance." 

That statement also was false. 

Neither the United States of America nor the world community of nations can 
tolerate deliberate deception and offensive threats on the part of any nation, large 
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or small. We no longer live in a world where only the actual firing of weapons 
represents a sufficient challenge to a nation's security to constitute maximum 
peril. Nuclear weapons are so destructive and ballistic missiles are so swift, that 
any substantially increased possibility of their use or any sudden change in their 
deployment may well be regarded as a definite threat to peace. 

For many years, both the Soviet Union and the United States, recognizing this fact, 
have deployed strategic nuclear weapons with great care, never upsetting the 
precarious status quo which insured that these weapons would not be used in the 
absence of some vital challenge. Our own strategic missiles have never been 
transferred to the territory of any other nation under a cloak of secrecy and 
deception; and our history -- unlike that of the Soviets since the end of World War 
II -- demonstrates that we have no desire to dominate or conquer any other nation 
or impose our system upon its people. Nevertheless, American citizens have 
become adjusted to living daily on the bull's-eye of Soviet missiles located inside 
the U.S.S.R. or in submarines. 

In that sense, missiles in Cuba add to an already clear and present danger -- 
although it should be noted the nations of Latin America have never previously 
been subjected to a potential nuclear threat. But this secret, swift, extraordinary 
buildup of Communist missiles -- in an area well known to have a special and 
historical relationship to the United States and the nations of the Western 
Hemisphere, in violation of Soviet assurances, and in defiance of American and 
hemispheric policy -- this sudden, clandestine decision to station strategic weapons 
for the first time outside of Soviet soil -- is a deliberately provocative and 
unjustified change in the status quo which cannot be accepted by this country, if 
our courage and our commitments are ever to be trusted again by either friend or 
foe. 

The 1930's taught us a clear lesson: aggressive conduct, if allowed to go 
unchecked and unchallenged, ultimately leads to war. This nation is opposed to 
war. We are also true to our word. Our unswerving objective, therefore, must be to 
prevent the use of these missiles against this or any other country, and to secure 
their withdrawal or elimination from the Western Hemisphere.  

Our policy has been one of patience and restraint, as befits a peaceful and powerful 
nation which leads a worldwide alliance. We have been determined not to be 
diverted from our central concerns by mere irritants and fanatics. But now further 
action is required, and it is under way; and these actions may only be the 
beginning. We will not prematurely or unnecessarily risk the costs of worldwide 



nuclear war in which even the fruits of victory would be ashes in our mouth; but 
neither will we shrink from that risk at any time it must be faced. 

Acting, therefore, in the defense of our own security and of the entire Western 
Hemisphere, and under the authority entrusted to me by the Constitution as 
endorsed by the Resolution of the Congress, I have directed that the following 
initial steps be taken immediately:  

First: To halt this offensive buildup a strict quarantine on all offensive military 
equipment under shipment to Cuba is being initiated. All ships of any kind 
bound for Cuba from whatever nation or port will, if found to contain cargoes of 
offensive weapons, be turned back. This quarantine will be extended, if needed, to 
other types of cargo and carriers. We are not at this time, however, denying the 
necessities of life as the Soviets attempted to do in their Berlin blockade of 1948. 

Second: I have directed the continued and increased close surveillance of Cuba and 
its military buildup. The foreign ministers of the OAS [Organization of American 
States], in their communiqué' of October 6, rejected secrecy on such matters in this 
hemisphere. Should these offensive military preparations continue, thus increasing 
the threat to the hemisphere, further action will be justified. I have directed the 
Armed Forces to prepare for any eventualities; and I trust that in the interest of 
both the Cuban people and the Soviet technicians at the sites, the hazards to all 
concerned of continuing this threat will be recognized. 

Third: It shall be the policy of this nation to regard any nuclear missile launched 
from Cuba against any nation in the Western Hemisphere as an attack by the 
Soviet Union on the United States, requiring a full retaliatory response upon 
the Soviet Union. 

Fourth: As a necessary military precaution, I have reinforced our base at 
Guantanamo, evacuated today the dependents of our personnel there, and ordered 
additional military units to be on a standby alert basis. 

Fifth: We are calling tonight for an immediate meeting of the Organ[ization] of 
Consultation under the Organization of American States, to consider this threat to 
hemispheric security and to invoke articles 6 and 8 of the Rio Treaty in support of 
all necessary action. The United Nations Charter allows for regional security 
arrangements, and the nations of this hemisphere decided long ago against the 
military presence of outside powers. Our other allies around the world have also 
been alerted. 



Sixth: Under the Charter of the United Nations, we are asking tonight that an 
emergency meeting of the Security Council be convoked without delay to take 
action against this latest Soviet threat to world peace. Our resolution will call for 
the prompt dismantling and withdrawal of all offensive weapons in Cuba, under 
the supervision of U.N. observers, before the quarantine can be lifted. 

Seventh and finally: I call upon Chairman Khrushchev to halt and eliminate 
this clandestine, reckless, and provocative threat to world peace and to stable 
relations between our two nations. I call upon him further to abandon this course 
of world domination, and to join in an historic effort to end the perilous arms race 
and to transform the history of man. He has an opportunity now to move the world 
back from the abyss of destruction by returning to his government's own words that 
it had no need to station missiles outside its own territory, and withdrawing these 
weapons from Cuba by refraining from any action which will widen or deepen the 
present crisis, and then by participating in a search for peaceful and permanent 
solutions. 

This nation is prepared to present its case against the Soviet threat to peace, and 
our own proposals for a peaceful world, at any time and in any forum -- in the 
OAS, in the United Nations, or in any other meeting that could be useful -- without 
limiting our freedom of action. We have in the past made strenuous efforts to limit 
the spread of nuclear weapons. We have proposed the elimination of all arms and 
military bases in a fair and effective disarmament treaty. We are prepared to 
discuss new proposals for the removal of tensions on both sides, including the 
possibilities of a genuinely independent Cuba, free to determine its own destiny. 
We have no wish to go to war with the Soviet Union -- for we are a peaceful 
people who desire to live in peace with all other peoples. 

But it is difficult to settle or even discuss these problems in an atmosphere of 
intimidation. That is why this latest Soviet threat -- or any other threat which is 
made either independently or in response to our actions this week-- must and will 
be met with determination. Any hostile move anywhere in the world against the 
safety and freedom of peoples to whom we are committed, including in particular 
the brave people of West Berlin, will be met by whatever action is needed. 

Finally, I want to say a few words to the captive people of Cuba, to whom this 
speech is being directly carried by special radio facilities. I speak to you as a 
friend, as one who knows of your deep attachment to your fatherland, as one who 
shares your aspirations for liberty and justice for all. And I have watched and the 
American people have watched with deep sorrow how your nationalist revolution 



was betrayed -- and how your fatherland fell under foreign domination. Now your 
leaders are no longer Cuban leaders inspired by Cuban ideals. They are puppets 
and agents of an international conspiracy which has turned Cuba against your 
friends and neighbors in the Americas, and turned it into the first Latin American 
country to become a target for nuclear war -- the first Latin American country to 
have these weapons on its soil. 

These new weapons are not in your interest. They contribute nothing to your peace 
and well-being. They can only undermine it. But this country has no wish to cause 
you to suffer or to impose any system upon you. We know that your lives and land 
are being used as pawns by those who deny your freedom. Many times in the past, 
the Cuban people have risen to throw out tyrants who destroyed their liberty. And 
I have no doubt that most Cubans today look forward to the time when they 
will be truly free -- free from foreign domination, free to choose their own 
leaders, free to select their own system, free to own their own land, free to speak 
and write and worship without fear or degradation. And then shall Cuba be 
welcomed back to the society of free nations and to the associations of this 
hemisphere. 

My fellow citizens, let no one doubt that this is a difficult and dangerous effort on 
which we have set out. No one can foresee precisely what course it will take or 
what costs or casualties will be incurred. Many months of sacrifice and self-
discipline lie ahead -- months in which both our patience and our will will be 
tested, months in which many threats and denunciations will keep us aware of our 
dangers. But the greatest danger of all would be to do nothing. 

The path we have chosen for the present is full of hazards, as all paths are; but it is 
the one most consistent with our character and courage as a nation and our 
commitments around the world. The cost of freedom is always high, but 
Americans have always paid it. And one path we shall never choose, and that is the 
path of surrender or submission. 

Our goal is not the victory of might, but the vindication of right; not peace at the 
expense of freedom, but both peace and freedom, here in this hemisphere, and, we 
hope, around the world. God willing, that goal will be achieved. 

Thank you and good night. 

Response  
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