250 to 250
Campaign

From October 27, 2025 through July 4, 2026, Civic Spirit will be posting a

day-by-day journey through every year of American history. From the
Declaration of Independence in 1776 to the Semiquincentennial, each post
will spotlight a defining moment, person, or civic idea from that year,
revealing how our nation’s story has unfolded and how its founding ideals
continue to shape, inform, and inspire our country today. Sponsored by Linda
Savenor in the memory of her late husband, Joseph Savenor.
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Sojourner Truth Delivers Her “Ain’t | a Woman?” Speech (May 29, 1851)
At the Women'’s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio, Sojourner Truth
delivered a powerful speech challenging both slavery and gender
inequality. Drawing on her lived experience, Truth confronted
arguments used to deny rights to women and Black Americans, insisting
that equality and dignity must extend to all. Her address became a
defining moment in American civic life, demonstrating how moral
courage, public speech, and grassroots activism can expand the nation’s
understanding of justice and democratic inclusion.
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A Frederick Douglass Delivers "What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” (1852)
: On July 5, 1852, abolitionist Frederick Douglass delivered a searing address
questioning the meaning of Independence Day in a nation that upheld
slavery. Speaking to the Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society, Douglass
exposed the gap between America’s founding ideals and its lived reality, while
affirming the Constitution’s potential as a vehicle for justice. His speech
remains one of the most powerful civic critiques in American history,
challenging citizens to align national celebration with moral responsibility.
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The Gadsden Purchase and the Expansion of the Nation (1853)

The United States acquired a large tract of land from Mexico through the
Gadsden Purchase, primarily to secure a southern route for a
transcontinental railroad. While the agreement helped advance national
infrastructure and economic development, it also reignited debates over
federal power, relations with neighboring nations, and whether slavery
would expand into newly acquired territories. The purchase highlighted
how decisions about land and development carried lasting civic
consequences for the nation’s political and moral landscape.
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The Kansas-Nebraska Act and Lincoln’s Return to National Politics (1854)
The passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act repealed the Missouri
Compromise and allowed settlers in new territories to vote on the
expansion of slavery, intensifying sectional conflict. The law sparked
widespread protest and violence, known as "Bleeding Kansas,” and
exposed the limits of popular sovereignty when fundamental rights are at
stake. On October 16, Abraham Lincoln delivered a powerful anti-slavery
speech in Peoria, Illinois, condemning the Act and warning that it

S — undermined the nation’s founding ideals. His address marked a pivotal
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Walt Whitman Publishes "Leaves of Grass" (1855)

With the publication of "Leaves of Grass", Walt Whitman offered a bold,
democratic vision of America that celebrated individual dignity, equality, and
the shared life of the nation. His poetry gave voice to ordinary people and
reflected the ideals of a pluralistic democracy rooted in empathy and mutual
recognition. Whitman'’s work expanded the cultural foundations of American
civic life, reminding readers that democracy is not only a system of

] b Tt o ears government, but a way of seeing and valuing one another.
= ~ o 2‘50 to 250 Celebrating the

— L - American Story,
- — Campalgn on::'lear at a?’llme

WMERICH 25

Follow the “250 to 250 Campaign" on Civic Spirit's socials! @civicspirit 9 /CivicSpiritTogether



https://www.instagram.com/civicspirit/?hl=en
https://www.facebook.com/CivicSpiritTogether

CIVIC ° SPIRIT

250 to 250 Campaign

"250 to 250 Campaign" - 81 of 250
1856 =

The Pottawatomie Massacre Escalates "Bleeding Kansas” (1856)

In 1856, radical abolitionist John Brown and his followers killed five pro-
slavery settlers along Pottawatomie Creek in Kansas, retaliating for
earlier pro-slavery attacks in the territory. The massacre intensified the
cycle of violence known as "Bleeding Kansas,” revealing how deeply
sectional conflict had fractured the nation. This episode underscores the
grave civic consequences when democratic processes break down and
political disputes over fundamental rights descend into violence,
foreshadowing the coming Civil War.
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The Dred Scott Decision (1857)

In Dred Scott v. Sandford, Dred Scott, an enslaved man who had lived in
free territories, sued for his freedom. The U.S. Supreme Court ruled that
African Americans were not citizens under the Constitution and that
Congress lacked authority to prohibit slavery in the territories. The
decision clarified the Court’s interpretation of citizenship and federal
power at the time and became a significant legal and political milestone,
shaping national debate over slavery, constitutional authority, and the
role of the judiciary in the years leading up to the Civil War.
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The Lincoln-Douglas Debates (1858)

In 1858, Abraham Lincoln and Senator Stephen A. Douglas engaged in a
series of seven public debates across lllinois during their U.S. Senate
race. The debates focused on slavery’s expansion into the territories, the
meaning of popular sovereignty, and the future of the Union. Widely
covered in national newspapers, these exchanges elevated Lincoln to
national prominence and shaped public understanding of the
constitutional and moral conflicts surrounding slavery in the years
leading up to the Civil War.
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PG Oregon Becomes a State (1859)
In 1859, Oregon was admitted to the Union as the 33rd state, entering as a
free state amid growing national tensions over slavery. Its admission came
during the heated debate surrounding the pro-slavery Lecompton Constitution
in neighboring Kansas, which sought to admit Kansas as a slave state despite
strong local opposition. Together, these events underscored the widening
sectional divide and the inability of political compromise to resolve questions
about slavery’s expansion, federal authority, and the future balance of power
—~ in the United States.
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The Election of Abraham Lincoln (1860)

The election of Abraham Lincoln in 1860 marked a pivotal moment in
America’s journey toward equality and constitutional democracy. Running on a
platform opposing the expansion of slavery into new territories, Lincoln’s
victory reflected a growing national reckoning with the moral, political, and
civic contradictions of a republic founded on liberty while permitting human
bondage. Although Lincoln did not campaign on immediate abolition, his
election signaled a decisive shift in federal leadership and public values,
affirming that the future of the nation would be shaped by debates over human
dignity, equal protection under the law, and the meaning of freedom itself.
The response (secession by several Southern states) revealed how deeply
contested these ideals remained, setting the stage for the Civil War and the

SH OO [[ESels (s transformative constitutional changes that would follow.
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The Outbreak of the Civil War (1861)

In 1861, the United States confronted a profound civic crisis as eleven Southern

states seceded and the Civil War began with the Confederate attack on Fort

Sumter. At stake was not only the survival of the Union, but the foundational

question of whether a constitutional democracy could endure deep moral and

political disagreement. The conflict tested the limits of federal authority, the

meaning of citizenship, and the rule of law, as Americans grappled with competing

interpretations of the Constitution and the legitimacy of secession. The war

underscored that democratic institutions require shared civic commitments to

: S _ resolve conflict without violence, and it ultimately forced the nation to reckon with

P <1t Ol Ro IRl il slavery's incompatibility with the ideals of liberty and equality. The civic

g I 2, Campalgn One Yaar ata Time consequences of 1861 would reshape American governance, expand federal
power, and redefine citizenship in ways that continue to influence civic life today.
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The Homestead Act of 1862

The Homestead Act offered 160 Acres of land in the West to any American
who lived on the land for five years and improved it. This act led to 4 million
claims and the settlement of the American West. It showed tremendous
foresight on the importance of settling the west and gave opportunity to many.
Unfortunately, it would also mean the further displacement of Native
Americans who already possessed the land. It is an important example of the
role of government in the lives of everyday Americans and in America’s
development. (Submitted by Heidi Kabadi of Regis Jesuit High School, 2024-
250 to 250 | = Days for 250 Years 25 Denver Educators Cohort Participant)
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Emancipation Proclamation (1863)
Abraham Lincoln was personally deeply against slavery. As a Republican he
clearly communicated that he was opposed to the spread of slavery into new
territories. After his election the South immediately seceded from the United
States. In his First Inaugural Address Lincoln emphasized that one party of a
contract cannot break it and legally he did not see the South as a separate
nation. He later said he would either end slavery or allow it to continue to exist
wherever it already did in order to restore the Union. After the Battle at
Antietam President Lincoln realized he had his moment. He would proceed to
pass the Emancipation Proclamation. The Emancipation Proclamation freed
the slaves in any rebellious territory. He thereby made the war officially about
SEO 10 2RO | 200wstorsovears slavery and in doing so kept Britain and France out of the war which more

9) - 9) i::‘:::n“ft:';; deeply ensured a Union victory. Although the South would not actually free the
CamPalgn Cneieariztailine slaves until after the Civil War when the 13th Amendment was passed this was
a huge step forward. It was a momentous law that made America much closer
to the equality referenced in the Declaration of Independence. (Submitted by
Heidi Kabadi of Regis Jesuit High School, 2024-25 Denver Educators Cohort
Participant)

"250 to 250 Campaign" - 89 of 250
1864 =

Lincoln Re-elected Amid Civil War (1864)

In 1864, Abraham Lincoln won re-election while the nation remained divided
by civil war. Running on a platform committed to preserving the Union and
ending slavery, Lincoln’s victory affirmed public support for continuing the
fight until the nation was reunited. That same year, Congress passed the 13th
Amendment, formally proposing the abolition of slavery and signaling a
25 CREEEDE Of == e constitutional transformation of American freedom.
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The Civil War Ends and Slavery Is Abolished (1865)

In 1865, the Civil War concluded with the surrender of Confederate
forces, preserving the Union after four years of devastating conflict. That
same year, the 13th Amendment was ratified, permanently abolishing
slavery throughout the United States and transforming the Constitution’s
understanding of freedom and human rights. Just days after the war’s
end, President Abraham Lincoln was assassinated, plunging the nation
into mourning and uncertainty at a pivotal moment. As Americans
confronted the immense task of Reconstruction, 1865 marked a turning
250 Days for 250 Years: point, ending slavery while raising enduring civic questions about
iﬂi‘:{:::."fl;h.;_ citizenship, equality before the law, and the responsibilities of a reunited
kit democracy.
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The Civil Rights Act of 1866

In 1866, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1866, the first federal
law to define national citizenship and affirm that all citizens were entitled
to equal civil rights regardless of race. Designed to protect formerly
enslaved people in the aftermath of the Civil War, the law declared that
anyone born in the United States was a citizen and entitled to the same
legal protections as white citizens. Passed over President Andrew
Johnson’s veto, the act marked a decisive assertion of congressional
authority during Reconstruction and reflected a growing belief that the
250 Days for 250 Years: federal government had a responsibility to secure civil rights. Its

et b principles would soon be embedded in the 14th Amendment, shaping the
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constitutional foundation of American democracy.
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The Reconstruction Acts (1867)

In 1867, Congress enacted the Reconstruction Acts, placing former
Confederate states under military administration and outlining the terms
for their readmission to the Union. These laws required Southern states to
draft new constitutions, ratify the 14th Amendment, and extend voting
rights to Black men for the first time in American history. The Acts
reflected a significant expansion of federal authority and a bold effort to
redefine citizenship and civic participation after the Civil War. By linking
representation and statehood to civil and political rights, Reconstruction
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In 1868 the 14th Amendment was ratified making former enslaved
persons U. S. citizens. The North required states that had rebelled to
ratify it as a requirement for readmission to Congress. The 14th
amendment allows for birthright citizenship and for all Americans to have
access to the due process of the law. It would later pave the way legally
for the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s. Additionally, it allows for the
selective incorporation of the Bill of Rights. This means that states would
also be required to upload the Bill of Rights not just the federal
government. This amendment would open the door to greater
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Transcontinental Railroad Completed (1869)

On May 10, 1869, the “Golden Spike” ceremony at Promontory Summit,
Utah Territory celebrated the completion of the first transcontinental
railroad, as the Union Pacific and Central Pacific railroad companies laid
the last rail to connect their lines. A monumental engineering feat, the
railroad conquered vast, difficult terrain with innovative techniques and
represented the endurance, skill and sacrifice of thousands of workers,
especially Chinese laborers and Irish immigrants. The railroad was
transformative for America, as it symbolized national unity after the Civil
e War, and accelerated travel, trade, and communication, spurring rapid
= 250 (0 250‘ o ek westward expansion and economic growth. (Submitted by Juliet Barnes,
— Campaign
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Ratification of the 15th Amendment (1870)

The 15th Amendment prohibited denying the right to vote based on race,
color, or previous condition of servitude. It marked the most expansive
moment of multiracial democracy in U.S. history to that point, affirming
that political participation was a fundamental civic right. Though its
promise would be undermined by violence and disenfranchisement, the
amendment permanently embedded voting rights into the Constitution
and became a cornerstone of later civil rights struggles. Congress passed
a series of Enforcement Acts empowering the federal government to
combat voter intimidation and violence, particularly by the Ku Klux Klan.
Bl 25010250 2 These laws asserted that safeguarding democracy was a national
] Ca[nPaign [REmarichn Sy, responsibility, not merely a state concern, expanding the federal role in
protecting civil liberties.
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Ku Klux Klan Act (Civil Rights Act of 1871)

This act authorized federal intervention against domestic terrorism aimed at
suppressing Black political participation. It allowed the president to suspend
habeas corpus in extreme cases. The law represented a bold assertion that
democracy cannot survive without protection of equal civic rights and public
safety. For the first time, the federal government successfully prosecuted
individuals for civil rights violations. These cases demonstrated the judiciary’s
role in defending citizenship and constitutional equality during Reconstruction.
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Susan B. Anthony Votes and Is Arrested (1872)

In November 1872, Susan B. Anthony deliberately cast a ballot in the
presidential election in Rochester, New York, asserting that the recently
ratified 14th Amendment guaranteed her the rights of citizenship, including
the right to vote. Anthony was arrested days later and charged with illegal
voting, transforming a single act of civil defiance into a national civic
reckoning. At her 1873 trial, Anthony refused to accept the legitimacy of laws
that excluded women from political participation, declaring that denying
women the vote violated the Constitution’s promise of equal protection. The
judge directed the jury to deliver a guilty verdict without deliberation,
underscoring how legal institutions themselves enforced civic exclusion.
Anthony was fined $100, which she famously refused to pay, ensuring the case
would remain a public symbol rather than a closed legal matter. This episode

‘E 250 to 250 e reframed voting as a universal civic right tied to citizenship, not gender.
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suffrage movement and the eventual ratification of the 19th Amendment in

1920. Her vote was not merely symbolic, it was a direct challenge to the

boundaries of American democracy and a reminder that civic progress often
begins with principled dissent.
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Panic of 1873
A severe economic depression disrupted civic life, weakened Reconstruction
governments, and shifted national priorities away from civil rights. The crisis
showed how economic instability can undermine democratic reform and public
trust. As banks failed, railroads collapsed, and unemployment surged, public
e —— attention turned from protecting newly won rights to restoring economic
25000 250 T security. The depression drained federal resolve and resources, accelerating
- Ca.mpa,ign |t the retreat from Reconstruction and exposing how fragile democratic
commitments can be during moments of widespread hardship.
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First Civil Service Reform Efforts Gain National Momentum

By 1874, reformers across parties were actively pressing for an end to
the patronage system and for merit-based public service. Congressional
investigations and public advocacy helped popularize the idea that
democratic government required professional, ethical administration.
Though full reform would come later with the Pendleton Act, these early
efforts planted a lasting civic principle: public office is a public trust, not
a political reward.
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Growth of Black Civic Institutions and National Conventions

In 1875, Black churches, mutual aid societies, newspapers, and political
organizations continued to expand across the country. These institutions
fostered leadership, education, and civic engagement despite increasing
hostility. That year, Black leaders convened at national gatherings,
including civil rights meetings connected to advocacy for the Civil Rights
Act of 1875, using organized deliberation, petitions, and public
statements to claim full citizenship. Their resilience demonstrated that
democracy is sustained not only by laws, but by communities committed
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