UTAHHUMANITIES

Ideas in Action

America at 250: Voices and Perspectives

A Community Conversation Toolkit

Welcome

As the United States approaches its 250th anniversary, communities across the country
are reflecting on our shared history, democratic ideals, and future responsibilities. Utah
Humanities created this toolkit to help organizations, groups, and neighbors gather for
thoughtful conversation.

Community Conversations are a place for telling our story and hearing other stories, a
space designed for fostering mutual insight and common purpose. The process involves
listening with empathy, searching for common ground, and exploring new ideas and
perspectives. Unlike debate, it doesn’t involve arguing for a point of view, defending a
set of assumptions, or critiquing the positions of others. The goal isn’t reaching
agreement or arriving at conclusions, it's to gain a deeper understanding.

Through historical texts, speeches, Utah stories, and Indigenous perspectives,
participants are invited to consider how Americans have understood liberty, equality,
citizenship, and belonging over time.
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How to Use This Toolkit

This toolkit includes four ready-to-use conversation prompts. Use one or two prompts
for a single event or host a four-part series.

Suggested Format

The conversation should last between 60 and 90 minutes without interruption.
The ideal group size is 8—-20 participants.
Sit in a circle, if possible, to be sure everyone can see and hear each other.

Use a facilitator to guide the discussion.

Conversation Agreements

Agreements are helpful to set a respectful foundation for participants. The group can
agree on their agreements at the beginning of the conversation. Some examples
include:

Share airtime

Listen with curiosity

Speak with respect

Disagree with ideas, not people
Allow silence for reflection
Expect complexity

Honor confidentiality - what is shared in the conversation, stays in the
conversation
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Facilitation Tips

Before You Begin

« Read the prompts in advance, paying attention to the parts that were difficult or
made you pause. These are the places that will generate the most conversation.

o Select questions that are most relevant to your group. Create additional
questions if needed.

e Arrange a comfortable, distraction-free space.
During the Conversation

o Ask open-ended questions.

e Encourage quieter voices to participate.

« Keep returning to the text if needed.

e Model calm curiosity.

« Embrace silences -some people need a few minutes to process information
before speaking.

If Tension Arises
e Slow the pace.
« Invite clarification.
« Refocus on ideas rather than individuals.
o Remind participants of agreements.
Closing Well

End with one takeaway, one hope, or one question participants leave with.
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Prompt One: Founding ldeals

Declaration of Independence

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed
by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the
pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men,
deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed,—That whenever any Form of
Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to
abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and
organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and
Happiness.

Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for
light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more
disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to
which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing
invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is
their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their
future security.—Such has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the
necessity which constrains them to alter their former Systems of Government.

Preamble to the United States Constitution

We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice,
insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and
secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this
Constitution for the United States of America.
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Have the group read the introduction to the Declaration of Independence to
themselves, silently. After everyone has had enough time to read on their own,
ask that someone in the group start by reading the first sentence out loud, with
each participant reading the next sentence in turn.

Questions

e Which words or phrases stand out most? For example: equality, liberty, consent,
happiness, tyranny?

e Why do you think some words are capitalized? Does it change the meaning for
you?

e What do you think these ideas meant in 17767

e The Declaration refers to “unalienable rights.” Which rights do you think the
writers believed could never be taken away? How has the understanding of those
rights changed over time?

e Why do the writers say governments derive power from the consent of the
governed?

¢ What does the second paragraph suggest about how the writers viewed the
purpose and limits of government?

e When, if ever, is it appropriate to change or challenge government?

e Who was not fully included in these promises at the time they were written?

Now have someone volunteer to read the Preamble to the U.S. Constitution
out loud to the group.

Questions

e What goals of government are listed here?

e Which phrase feels most important today: justice, tranquility, common defense,
welfare, liberty?

e What does “more perfect Union” suggest about the country?

e Why does it begin with “We the People”?

e What responsibilities do citizens have in helping achieve these goals?
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Comparison

e How is the Declaration different from the Constitution?

e Which words, ideas, or themes appear in both prompts? What do you think their
significance might be?

e One emphasizes ideals; one emphasizes structure. Why are both necessary?

e Where do liberty and order sometimes come into tension today?

e Which document feels more relevant to modern life? Why do you feel that way?

e Having read the section from the Declaration of Independence and now the
Preamble, how do you think that the first document informed the creation of the
second, if at all?

e Based on these texts, which responsibilities of government seem most important
to the founders? How do Americans think about those responsibilities today?

e What are some benefits and some challenges that come with the freedoms
people enjoy in a democratic society?

e What are the rights that are meant to be protected by the government, and which
are the responsibility of the individual to protect?

Closeout Question

What founding principle still feels unfinished today?
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Prompt Two: Expanding on the Founding Ideals

John Lewis, “Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness”

Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gXPx5FUD9I0

John Robert Lewis (February 21, 1940 — July 17, 2020) was a civil rights leader, longtime
member of Congress, and one of the most influential voices of the American freedom
movement. As a young activist, he helped lead the Nashville sit-ins, participated in the Freedom
Rides, helped organize the 1963 March on Washington, and led marchers across the Edmund
Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama on “Bloody Sunday.” Lewis later served 17 terms in Congress
and received the Presidential Medal of Freedom. In 2015, he delivered these remarks at
Monticello during a commemoration of Thomas Jefferson’s birth.

Video transcript:

Life. People have a right to live. Life was breathed to be to be human. Liberty to be free.
Free. When | was arrested in jail in the south under 60 the first time, | felt free. | felt
liberated because my mother, my father, my grandparents and great-grandparents had
told me over and over again, don't get in trouble. Don't get in the way. | was inspired by
Jefferson, by Dr. King, Gandhi, and others. To get in trouble. I call it good trouble,
necessary trouble. | was liberated. | felt free. But sometimes you have to act according
to the dictates of your conscience, and you cannot be afraid.

Happiness? | tell young people all the time to be happy. Just be happy. Never become
bitter. Never become hostile. Never hate. Hate is too heavy a burden to bear. Just feel
good about life. Enjoy life. And in doing so, try to make other people feel at ease, at
home, feel happy.
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Play the video once for participants, then explain that you’ll play it again and
suggest they take note of the words or lines they felt were most important or
impactful to them.

Questions

e What words or lines from John Lewis’s remarks stood out to you most? Why do
you think they resonated?

e What do you think Lewis meant by “good trouble, necessary trouble”? Can civic
disruption ever be constructive?

e Why do you think John Lewis described feeling “liberated” when he was jailed for
protesting?

¢ Why might protest, dissent, or speaking out be considered patriotic in a
democracy?

¢ Lewis says hate is too heavy a burden to bear. What does that suggest about
how people should engage in conflict or disagreement?

e How do courage, hope, and joy help sustain long movements for justice or
reform?

e John Lewis gave this speech at Monticello, the home of Thomas Jefferson,
author of the Declaration of Independence. Thomas Jefferson also owned slaves.
What significance do you see in this setting for Lewis’s message?

e Can you think of examples from history where people participated in what they
believed was “necessary trouble”?

Closeout Question

Where do you see constructive civic action today, either locally or nationally?
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Prompt Three: Local Democratic Practice

Utah Constitution Article 1, Section 2, adopted January 4, 1896
All political power is inherent in the people; and all free governments are founded on their authority for their
equal protection and benefit, and they have the right to alter or reform their government as the public welfare
may require.

Excerpt from “Voices & Votes: Utah and the Push & Pull of American Democracy,” an

essay by Katherine Kitterman
https://utahhumanities.org/images/centerheritage/docs/VV_Essay-compressed.pdf
Several factors placed Utah at the nexus of debates over women’s suffrage after the Civil War. During the
Reconstruction period that followed the war, Congress used its power to reshape American society in both the
South and the West. The Republican Party’s focus on eradicating polygamy, one of the planks in its original
platform, led to increasingly strong proposals for anti-polygamy legislation.

The growing national suffrage movement intersected with the anti-polygamy movement in its search for a
toehold. Frustrated by their defeat in the first-ever statewide suffrage referendum in Kansas in 1867, suffragists
looked for pathways to the franchise that could not be blocked by state legislators or male voters. National
leaders including Susan B. Anthony began lobbying Congress to enact women’s suffrage in the territories,
especially in Utah, where they argued that women’s votes could potentially lead to the end of polygamy by
changing the balance of political power.

When Congress considered this legislation but failed to pass it, Utahns took up the conversation about women’s
voting rights. Leading Mormon women took to the political stage by organizing women-only mass meetings in
early 1870, gathering almost 20,000 women across the territory to speak in protest against anti-polygamy
legislation and attracting national publicity.

Feeling misrepresented in the national debates about their plight, they aimed to show Americans that they
defended polygamy and could speak for themselves as articulate and savvy political actors.

They also demonstrated to Mormon men that they could be powerful political partners. In the largest mass
meeting in Salt Lake City, speaker Eleanor Pratt stated her pride in seeing Latter-day Saint women “rise and
express themselves concerning their rights.” And in fact, the organizers of these meetings had also decided to
“demand” the vote from the government. They never made a public demand, but their indirect strategy worked:
Mormon leaders opined in the Deseret News that “if the wish is to try the experiment of giving females the right
to vote in the Republic, we know of no place where the experiment can be so safely tried as in this Territory.
Our ladies can prove to the world that...women can be enfranchised without running wild or becoming
unsexed,” and expressed confidence that Utah women’s votes would not overturn the social order. Utah’s
territorial legislature unanimously passed a law extending suffrage to women citizens in February 1870,
convincing Utah’s non-Mormon acting governor to sign it into law.

On February 14, 1870, 23-year-old schoolteacher Seraph Young and about 25 other women cast ballots in Salt
Lake City’s municipal election, becoming the first women to vote in the United States under an equal suffrage
law. Hundreds more voted in municipal elections that spring, and thousands participated in the Territory’s
general election on August 1. Although Wyoming Territory had passed a suffrage law earlier, in December
1869, its first elections under the new law were not held until September 6, 1870, giving Utah women the
distinction of voting first.
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This prompt combines a foundational statement from Utah’s Constitution with a
historical example of how Utah women expanded participation in public life.
Have a participant read the constitutional excerpt aloud first, then invite all to
read the historical excerpt silently before discussing.

Questions

When you hear the phrase “all political power is inherent in the people,” what
does it mean to you? Who do you think was included in that phrase in 1896, and
who may have felt excluded?

After reading the suffrage excerpt, how do Utah women’s experiences help us
better understand what “the people” can mean in practice?

What strategies did women and community leaders use to influence political
change? Which of those strategies still feel familiar today?

How did national debates about religion, gender, and political power shape what
happened in Utah?

What does this story suggest about the difference between democratic ideals
and lived reality?

Why does local or state history matter when we think about the larger American
story?

Where do you see Utah shaping national conversations today?

Closeout Question

How does this Utah story change or deepen your understanding of who gets to
participate in American democracy?

11
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Prompt Four: Celebration or Commemoration

Excerpt from “The Two Fires” by Darren Parry, Northwestern Band of the
Shoshone Nation

Long ago, before there was a place called United States, before there were borders or states or even the idea
of owning land, there were many nations living across this continent. They each had their own language, their
own way of seeing, and their own responsibilities to the land.

One teaching that has been shared in different ways among Indigenous peoples is the idea of two fires.

There was a time when a new people arrived from across the great waters. They came with different
knowledge, different tools, and a different understanding of the world. The original people watched them
carefully—not with fear at first, but with curiosity.

So, a decision had to be made. Do we try to become like them? Do we ask them to become like us? Or do we
find another way? The elders chose a different path. They said, “We will build two fires.”

At one fire, the original people would sit. They would continue their ways—speaking their language, holding
their ceremonies, caring for the land as they had always done.

At the other fire, is where the newcomers would sit. They would keep their ways, their knowledge, their
beliefs.

And between those fires, there would be space.

Not empty space—but relational space.

A place where people could walk back and forth.
A place where knowledge could be shared—but never forced.
A place where respect, not dominance, guided the relationship.

The teaching was clear:

“We will not try to make you into us.

And you must not try to make us into you.
But we will learn how to live together.”

But something happened.
Over time, one fire grew larger.
It began to take more wood.
More land.

More space.

And instead of walking between the fires with respect, it began to pull the other fire toward it—trying to
reshape it, rename it, and sometimes even extinguish it.

The space between the fires—the most important part—began to disappear.
And when that space disappeared, so did balance.

Now here we are—250 years into a country that we call America.
And the question is not what happened, but: What do we do now?
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Throughout these conversations we have explored the ideals expressed in the nation’s founding
documents, how later generations have interpreted those ideals, and how communities have
worked to expand rights and participation. At the same time, many Americans are asking not
only what should be remembered, but how it should be remembered. For some, this milestone is
a celebration. For others, it is also a time for reflection, truth-telling, and consideration of
experiences that are often left out of familiar national stories.

In the story of the Two Fires, Darren Parry invites audiences to consider America250
through an Indigenous lens. Rather than focusing only on the past, he asks what kind of
future can be built through honesty, respect, and shared responsibility.

Invite one or more participants to read the excerpt aloud. Pause for a moment
of reflection before discussion.

Questions

e What stands out to you most from the story of the two fires?

e What do you think Darren Parry means by “relational space”?

e Why might the space between the fires be described as the most important part
of the story?

e What happens in communities or nations when respect and balance are lost?

e What might “remembering forward” mean to you?

¢ How does this perspective compare with other ways people talk about the
nation’s founding?

e What is the difference between a celebration and a commemoration?

e What can commemoration include that celebration sometimes does not?

e How can a country honor achievements while also acknowledging painful or
difficult histories?

¢ What responsibilities do people today have in shaping how history is
remembered?

e How can learning multiple perspectives strengthen democracy?

e What role do listening, humility, and curiosity play in civic life?

e How can communities rebuild trust after conflict or exclusion?

e What would it look like for liberty and opportunity to be more fully shared?

Closeout Question

As America approaches its 250th anniversary, what is one contribution you hope to add
to our nation’s future story?
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THANK YOU!

Thank you for helping create a Utah where curiosity, understanding, and civic
connection thrive.

America’s story is ongoing. Every generation inherits both achievements and unfinished
work.

Community Conversations help us listen, learn, and participate in shaping what comes
next.

To learn more about more ways to connect your community through the humanities,
visit: www.utahhumanities.org
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