
john lewis good trouble speech

john lewis good trouble speech remains one of the most powerful and inspirational calls to action
in modern American history. Delivered by civil rights leader and Congressman John Lewis, the
speech emphasizes the importance of standing up against injustice through what he famously
termed "good trouble." This phrase encapsulates the necessity of peaceful protest, civil
disobedience, and activism to bring about social change. The speech resonates widely, inspiring
activists, leaders, and citizens alike to challenge systemic inequality and fight for civil rights. This
article explores the origins, themes, and lasting impact of the john lewis good trouble speech, as well
as its relevance in contemporary social movements. Additionally, it will examine key moments in
Lewis’s life that shaped his philosophy and the enduring legacy of his words.
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Background and Context of the John Lewis Good
Trouble Speech

The john lewis good trouble speech draws from John Lewis’s extensive experience as a leader in the
civil rights movement. Born in 1940 in Alabama, Lewis emerged as a prominent figure in the 1960s,
participating in landmark events such as the Freedom Rides and the Selma to Montgomery marches.
His commitment to nonviolent protest and justice defined his activism and political career. The
phrase "good trouble" originates from Lewis’s encouragement to young activists to engage in civil
disobedience with moral clarity, even when it meant facing arrest or violence. This speech was
delivered in various forms over the years, notably during his time in Congress, where Lewis
reminded audiences that fighting injustice sometimes requires challenging the status quo through
courageous, deliberate actions.

Historical Events Influencing the Speech

Several pivotal civil rights events influenced John Lewis’s message of "good trouble." These include:

The 1961 Freedom Rides, challenging segregation in interstate bus travel.



The 1963 March on Washington, where Lewis delivered a powerful speech as a young leader.

The 1965 Selma to Montgomery marches, particularly "Bloody Sunday," where Lewis was
brutally beaten by police.

The passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, legislative
victories that Lewis helped secure through activism.

These experiences shaped Lewis’s belief in the necessity of persistent, nonviolent resistance as a
means to achieve equality and justice.

Core Themes and Messages in the Speech

The john lewis good trouble speech centers on several interrelated themes that emphasize moral
courage, justice, and the power of civic engagement. These themes provide a framework for
understanding why Lewis advocated for "good trouble" as a vital tool for social progress.

Importance of Moral Courage

A key message in the speech is the call for moral courage. Lewis urges individuals to stand up
against injustice, discrimination, and inequality, even when doing so involves personal risk or
societal backlash. He stresses that courage is not the absence of fear, but the willingness to act
despite it.

Nonviolent Resistance as a Strategy

Lewis’s advocacy for nonviolent resistance is a cornerstone of the speech. He highlights how
peaceful protest and civil disobedience have historically been effective in challenging unjust laws
and social norms, citing examples from the civil rights movement. The speech underscores that
"good trouble" must be rooted in nonviolence to maintain moral authority and public support.

The Role of Youth and Activism

The speech places particular emphasis on the role of young people in societal change. Lewis often
directed his message toward younger generations, encouraging them to be active participants in
democracy and social justice. The concept of "good trouble" serves as both a warning and an
inspiration to persist in activism despite obstacles.



Significance of "Good Trouble" in Civil Rights Activism

The phrase "good trouble" encapsulates the essence of civil rights activism, distilling complex
strategies and philosophies into a memorable call to action. Understanding its significance provides
insight into why the phrase has endured beyond Lewis’s lifetime.

Definition and Meaning of Good Trouble

"Good trouble" refers to intentional, constructive acts of protest and civil disobedience aimed at
challenging injustice and promoting equality. Unlike "bad trouble," which implies reckless or
harmful behavior, "good trouble" is purposeful, ethical, and aligned with the pursuit of justice. It
encourages individuals to disrupt oppressive systems peacefully and responsibly.

Examples of Good Trouble in Action

Throughout history, many acts exemplify the concept of "good trouble":

Lunch counter sit-ins to protest segregation in the 1960s.

Freedom Rides challenging interstate segregation laws.

Marches and demonstrations advocating for voting rights and equality.

Modern-day protests addressing racial injustice, police brutality, and voter suppression.

These actions demonstrate how "good trouble" serves as a catalyst for legislative change and social
awareness.

John Lewis’s Legacy and the Impact of the Speech

The john lewis good trouble speech has left an indelible mark on American society and civil rights
discourse. Lewis’s legacy extends beyond his words, encompassing decades of activism, legislative
work, and mentorship.

Influence on Social Justice Movements

Lewis’s speech and philosophy have inspired numerous social justice movements, including Black



Lives Matter and other contemporary campaigns for equality. His emphasis on peaceful protest and
moral clarity continues to guide activists striving for systemic change.

Recognition and Honors

John Lewis received widespread recognition for his contributions, including the Presidential Medal
of Freedom awarded by President Barack Obama. His "good trouble" message is often cited in
speeches, educational programs, and commemorations honoring civil rights history.

Enduring Educational Value

Educational institutions incorporate Lewis’s speech into curricula to teach students about civil
rights, activism, and ethical leadership. The phrase "good trouble" serves as a memorable and
powerful teaching tool for fostering civic responsibility.

Contemporary Relevance and Usage of the Speech

Decades after its inception, the john lewis good trouble speech remains deeply relevant in
addressing current social and political challenges. Activists, politicians, and community leaders
continue to invoke the speech’s themes to motivate action.

Application in Modern Protests

Recent movements against racial injustice, voter suppression, and inequality have drawn upon
Lewis’s call for "good trouble." Protesters employ nonviolent tactics, civil disobedience, and
advocacy strategies aligned with his philosophy to challenge contemporary issues.

Political and Cultural References

Politicians and cultural figures frequently reference the speech to emphasize the importance of
standing up for justice. The phrase "good trouble" has become a rallying cry symbolizing the ongoing
struggle for human rights and democracy.

Encouragement for Civic Engagement

The speech continues to encourage citizens to participate actively in democracy through voting,
advocacy, and community organizing. It promotes the idea that change often requires challenging



unjust systems and policies responsibly and persistently.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main message of John Lewis's 'Good Trouble'
speech?
The main message of John Lewis's 'Good Trouble' speech is to encourage people to stand up against
injustice and inequality by getting into 'good trouble'—meaning courageous, nonviolent activism that
promotes civil rights and social change.

When and where did John Lewis deliver his 'Good Trouble'
speech?
John Lewis frequently referenced the phrase 'good trouble' in various speeches throughout his
career, but it became widely recognized during his talks on civil rights activism, particularly in the
context of his congressional speeches and public addresses before his passing in 2020.

Why does John Lewis emphasize 'good trouble' in his
speeches?
John Lewis emphasizes 'good trouble' to inspire individuals to actively challenge unjust laws and
social norms through peaceful protest and civic engagement, highlighting that meaningful progress
often requires disruption of the status quo.

How has John Lewis's 'Good Trouble' speech influenced social
justice movements?
John Lewis's 'Good Trouble' speech has become a rallying cry for modern social justice movements,
motivating activists to persist in their efforts for racial equality, voting rights, and human dignity,
often invoking his legacy to legitimize peaceful protest.

What historical context surrounds John Lewis's 'Good Trouble'
message?
John Lewis's 'Good Trouble' message is rooted in his experiences as a leader in the Civil Rights
Movement, including the Selma to Montgomery marches and sit-ins, where he advocated nonviolent
resistance against systemic racism and segregation.

Can you give an example of John Lewis's 'Good Trouble' in
action?
An example of John Lewis's 'Good Trouble' in action is his participation in the 1965 Selma to
Montgomery march, where he and other activists faced violent opposition while demanding voting



rights for African Americans.

How can individuals apply John Lewis's 'Good Trouble'
philosophy today?
Individuals can apply John Lewis's 'Good Trouble' philosophy today by engaging in peaceful protests,
advocating for policy changes, voting, educating others about social justice issues, and standing up
against discrimination and inequality in their communities.

Additional Resources
1. Good Trouble: Lessons from a Life of Activism
This memoir by John Lewis chronicles his lifelong commitment to civil rights and social justice. It
offers an intimate look at his experiences fighting segregation and advocating for voting rights. The
book highlights the importance of standing up against injustice, even when it means creating "good
trouble." Readers gain insight into the personal and political challenges Lewis faced and his
unwavering dedication to equality.

2. March Trilogy
Co-written by John Lewis, Andrew Aydin, and Nate Powell, this graphic novel trilogy vividly depicts
Lewis’s role in the Civil Rights Movement. It covers pivotal moments such as the Selma to
Montgomery marches and the struggle for voting rights. The series makes the history of activism
accessible to all ages, emphasizing the power of courage and perseverance in the face of oppression.

3. Walking with the Wind: A Memoir of the Movement
Written by John Lewis and Michael D’Orso, this memoir provides a detailed account of Lewis’s early
activism and leadership in the Civil Rights Movement. It explores his participation in sit-ins,
Freedom Rides, and the historic March on Washington. The book offers a powerful narrative about
the sacrifices and triumphs involved in the fight for justice.

4. The Courage to Lead: Lessons from John Lewis
This collection of speeches, writings, and reflections showcases the leadership philosophy of John
Lewis. It emphasizes the necessity of "good trouble" as a means to enact positive change. The book
serves as a guide for activists and leaders seeking to make a meaningful impact in their
communities.

5. Eyes on the Prize: America's Civil Rights Years, 1954-1965
David J. Garrow’s comprehensive history covers the key events and figures of the Civil Rights
Movement, including John Lewis’s significant contributions. The book provides context for
understanding the social and political climate that shaped Lewis’s activism. It’s an essential read for
those wanting to grasp the broader struggle for racial equality in America.

6. Freedom Riders: 1961 and the Struggle for Racial Justice
This book by Raymond Arsenault details the courageous efforts of activists, including John Lewis,
who challenged segregation on interstate buses. It captures the determination and danger faced by
Freedom Riders and their impact on civil rights legislation. The narrative highlights the collective
power of nonviolent protest.

7. Nonviolent Resistance: The Philosophy and Strategy of John Lewis



Analyzing Lewis’s commitment to nonviolence, this book explores the ethical and strategic
foundations of his activism. It explains how Lewis applied principles of peaceful protest to confront
systemic racism. The work offers valuable lessons on how to pursue justice without resorting to
violence.

8. Selma to Montgomery: The Long March to Freedom
This historical account focuses on the 1965 voting rights marches led by John Lewis and others. It
details the planning, execution, and aftermath of these critical demonstrations. The book
underscores the significance of perseverance and solidarity in overcoming entrenched
discrimination.

9. The Power of Good Trouble: Inspiring Stories of Activism
Inspired by John Lewis’s famous phrase, this anthology features essays and stories from various
activists who have made "good trouble" in their own communities. It celebrates the ongoing legacy
of courage and resistance against injustice. Readers are encouraged to find their own voice and role
in the fight for human rights.
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