
Few things travel as 
well as a good line. In 

the United States, 
memorable quotes 

have helped describe 
the country’s 

ambitions, its civic 
habits and its 

everyday hopes.
As America reaches its 

250th birthday in 2026, these 
words offer a readable time-
line, from the founding era to 
modern speeches, that many 
readers still recognize.

Some quotes are formal and 
public, delivered to Congress 
or to crowds. Others are 
shorter, meant to be repeated 
at kitchen tables, in class-
rooms and in ceremonies. 
Together they show how 
Americans have explained the 
idea of the nation in moments 
of uncertainty and in times of 
shared pride.

FOUNDING 
ERA VOICES

In 1776, the Declaration of 
Independence set a tone that 
still anchors American public 
life, asserting that “all men 
are created equal” and are 
“endowed by their Creator 
with certain unalienable 
Rights.” The document, 
adopted by the Second Conti-
nental Congress on July 4, 
1776, also names those rights: 
“Life, Liberty and the pursuit 

of Happiness.”
A little more than a decade 

later, the Constitution opened 
with a statement that is both 
simple and durable: “We the 
People of the United States.” 
The Preamble’s opening 
words, drafted in 1787 and rat-
ified in 1788, continue to 
appear in courthouses, text-
books and civic programs as a 
reminder that self-govern-
ment rests on citizens.

LIBERTY AND 
LEADERSHIP

Abraham Lincoln, speaking 
at Gettysburg on Nov. 19, 1863, 
offered one of the country’s 

best-known summaries of 
democratic purpose. He 
described “government of the 
people, by the people, for the 
people” as something that 
“shall not perish from the 
earth.” The address, delivered 
during the Civil War, linked 
national sacrifice to a practical 
idea: keeping representative 
government alive.

In 1941, Franklin D. Roos-
evelt used his State of the 
Union address to outline “Four 
Freedoms,” including “free-
dom of speech and 
expression” and “freedom of 
worship.” The speech came as 
war spread across Europe and 

Asia. The phrasing helped 
many Americans talk about 
civic values in clear terms that 
could be taught and 
remembered.

EVERYDAY 
ASPIRATIONS

Not all well-known American 
lines come from presidents. In 
1963, the Rev. Martin Luther 
King Jr. told the March on 
Washington crowd, “I have a 
dream,” a refrain that has 
remained familiar because it 
points to achievable civic work, 
including fairness in daily life.

In 1989, novelist and essay-
ist James Baldwin captured 

another lasting thought in 
“The Price of the Ticket”: 
“This is your home. Do not be 
driven from it.” The sentence 
is often quoted for its plain-
spoken encouragement to 
claim a place in the national 
story.

Quotes do not replace his-
tory, but they can help people 
enter it. Read closely, these 
lines show Americans describ-
ing ideals, responsibilities and 
belonging in words meant to 
carry beyond a single day.

In an anniversary year, they 
offer a reminder that the 
country’s story is also told one 
sentence at a time.
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