
President Grant’s Special Message to Congress 
Announcing Ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment 

(1870) 
It is unusual to notify the two Houses of Congress by message of the 
promulgation, by proclamation of the Secretary of State, of the 
ratification of a constitutional amendment. In view, however, of the 
vast importance of the fifteenth amendment to the Constitution, this 
day declared a part of that revered instrument, I deem a departure 
from the usual custom justifiable. A measure which makes at once 
4,000,000 people voters who were heretofore declared by the highest 
tribunal in the land not citizens of the United States, nor eligible to 
become so, with the assertion that at the time of the Declaration of 
Independence the opinion was fixed and universal in the civilized 
portion of the white race, regarded as an axiom in morals as well as in 
politics, that “black men had no rights which the white man was bound 
to respect”, is indeed a measure of grander importance than any other 
one act of the kind from the foundation of our free Government to the 
present day. 

Institutions like ours, in which all power is derived directly from the 
people, must depend mainly upon their intelligence, patriotism, and 
industry. I call the attention, therefore, of the newly enfranchised race 
to the importance of their striving in every honorable manner to make 
themselves worthy of their new privilege. To the race more favored 
heretofore by our laws I would say, Withhold no legal privilege of 
advancement to the new citizen. The framers of our Constitution firmly 
believed that a republican government could not endure without 
intelligence and education generally diffused among the people. The 
Father of his Country, in his Farewell Address, uses this language: 

“Promote, then, as an object of primary importance, institutions for 
the general diffusion of knowledge. In proportion as the structure of a 
government gives force to public opinion, it is essential that public 
opinion should be enlightened”. 

In his first annual message to Congress the same views are forcibly 
presented, and are again urged in his eighth message. 

I repeat that the adoption of the fifteenth amendment to the 
Constitution completes the greatest civil change and constitutes the 
most important event that has occurred since the nation came into life. 
The change will be beneficial in proportion to the heed that is given to 



the urgent recommendations of Washington. If these 
recommendations were important then, with a population of but a few 
millions, how much more important now, with a population of 
40,000,000, and increasing in a rapid ratio. I would therefore call upon 
Congress to take all the means within their constitutional powers to 
promote and encourage popular education throughout the country, 
and upon the people everywhere to see to it that all who possess and 
exercise political rights shall have the opportunity to acquire the 
knowledge which will make their share in the Government a blessing 
and not a danger. By such means only can the benefits contemplated 
by this amendment to the Constitution be secured. 

Questions 
 

1. The third sentence of the first paragraph outlines Grant’s feelings about the 
significance of the fifteenth amendment. In bullet format (no complete sentences 
needed) break down the sentence. 

2. How does the U.S. government get its power according to Grant? 
3. What does he mean by “intelligence, patriotism, and industry”? 
4. How will the new voters show they are worthy of this privilege, according to 

Grant? 
5. How should existing voters respond to new voters? 
6. Who is the “Father of his Country” and why might Grant choose to quote him? 
7. What does the quote mean by institutions? 
8. In the fifth paragraph Grant again expresses his thoughts on the significance of 

the fifteenth amendment, summarize his position. 
9. What action does Grant urge Congress to take? 
10. Do you agree with Grant that education is the key to a successful population and 

therefore government? If so, why, if not why not? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Answers 
 
1. The 15th amendment gives the vote to 4,000,000 people, these people had no rights 

before, rights were only for whites since the Declaration of Independence, whites did 
not have to respect the rights of blacks, this amendment is extremely important for 
this nation. 

2. From the people. 
3. People need to be smart in their voting, love their nation, and be clever and motivated 

to work and learn. 
4. Become as educated as possible. 
5. Help them in any way needed since they will be equal voters and have been treated 

unequally in the past. 
6. President George Washington, because he was loved by most if not all Americans; it 

would make them feel patriotic. 
7. Public schools. 
8. He feels it is the most significant thing to happen to US civil law since the founding 

of the country. 
9. Fund more public schools across the nation to help educate the citizenry. 
10. Answers will vary but must include reasons for their position. 


