
 
 

 
 

 

The Constitution’s Promise
 

One of the National Archives’ basic missions since its establishment has been 
to document the rights to which every American is entitled and that are 

guaranteed under the United States Constitution. 
For more than 60 years, the National Archives has been the custodian of the 

Constitution itself, and millions have made the pilgrimage to Washington, D.C., to 
see it in the National Archives Building. 

But the Constitution was just the beginning of the fight for individual rights for every 
American. At one time or another, segments of our population have had to struggle to be 
able to exercise the rights spoken of so clearly in the Constitution and its amendments. 

The struggle to secure and exercise individual rights to 
all Americans continues to this day—in state legislatures 
and Congress, in written and spoken words, in street 
demonstrations, and in courtrooms at all levels. 

Now, the story of this long struggle is documented 
permanently in one place for all to see: the new David M. 
Rubenstein Gallery at the National Archives Building 
in downtown Washington, D.C. The gallery and the 
“Records of Rights” exhibit are made possible in part by 
the Foundation for the National Archives through the 
support of David M. Rubenstein. 

Daivd M. Rubenstein 



 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Records 
of 

Rights 
lery at the National Archives in Washing-

This article was written by Bruce Bustard, ton, D.C., allows visitors to explore how 
with contributions from Jennifer Johnson, generations of Americans sought to ful-
Michael Hussey, and Alice Kamps of the fill this promise of freedom. The exhibit 
National Archives Exhibitions Staff. 

America’s founding documents—the   
Decl aration of Independence, the 

Constitution, and the Bill of Rights—are 
icons of human liberty. But the ideals 
enshrined in those documents did not 

initially apply to all Americans. They were, 
in the words of Martin Luther King, Jr., “a 
promissory note to which every American was 
to fall heir.” 

“Records of Rights,” a new permanent 
exhibition in the David M. Rubenstein Gal-

showcases original and facsimile National 
Archives documents and uses an innova­
tive interactive experience to illustrate how 

Above: This voucher for slaves who built the White 
House illustrates how our nation wrestled with the 
conflict between the promise of freedom and the 
realities of slavery and racism. 
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Americans throughout our history have debated and 
discussed issues such as citizenship, free speech, voting 
rights, and equal opportunity.

 “Records of Rights” begins with the 1297 Magna 
Carta, on display courtesy of Rubenstein, which inspired 
the Founding Fathers to assert their freedom. 

A record of the customary laws and liberties of medieval 
England, Magna Carta is concerned mostly with property, 
labor, taxation, and courts. But in the centuries since its cre 
ation, scholars have argued that the document contains key 
ideas about the rule of law. 

These ideas provided a basis for English subjects to 
challenge their kings when they believed their rulers 
had violated English liberties. For them and their heirs, 
Magna Carta established that no one—not even the 
king—is above the law and that everyone has the right 
to the law. 

The founding documents of the United States were writ 
ten by men who saw Magna Carta as their own, “a docu 
ment” as Rubenstein puts it, “that inspired our Founding 

Fathers, . . . 
because they 
thought they had 
certain rights as 
English citizens, and 
[denial of those rights] 
led them to break away.” 

The colonists believed 
they were entitled to the same 
rights as Englishmen, rights 
guaranteed in Magna Carta. They 
encoded those rights into the laws of 
their states and later into the Consti 
tution and Bill of Rights. 

On the eve of the American Revo 
lution, Massachusetts adopted a seal 
depicting a soldier holding a sword 
in one hand and Magna Carta in the 
other. While working on the U.S. Bill of 
Rights, authors of the Fifth Amendment 
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borrowed from Magna Carta when 
they wrote that citizens have the right 
to due process of law. 

Magna Carta is a charter of ancient 
liberties “given and granted” by a 
king to his subjects; the Constitu 
tion established a government by “We 
the People.” But both documents are 
fundamental legal charters for their 
nations. 

{
 }
A New Welcome 
for Visitors
 
By Christina Rudy Smith 

Stairs and ramp from the Constitution Avenue entrance to the Orientation Plaza. 

In 2003 and 2004, the National Archives opened its new museum at
 

the National Archives Building, in Washington, D.C.
 

Renovations were made in the Rotunda, and the Archives, in partner­

ship with its Foundation, opened the new Public Vaults exhibit (with its
 

groundbreaking interactive displays), the William G. McGowan Theater,
 

the Lawrence F. O’Brien Gallery, and the Boeing Learning Center.
 

All this transformed the experience of visiting the National Archives, 

tripling the average time people spend in the building and dramatically 

improving our survey results for visitor awareness and satisfaction. 

Within a few years, staff realized that the new museum, although 

popular and well attended, could be improved for visitors by making a few 

changes, especially to the areas where they first come into the building. 

At the same time, in recognition of the ongoing digitization of 

Right: Some of these woman suffrage supporters were heckled, arrested, and 
imprisoned when they picketed the White House in 1917. 
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central feature of “Records of Rights” is 
a 17-foot-long computer interactive expe­

rience, showcasing more than 350 National 
Archives documents, photographs, and films. 
This “interactive table” can accommodate 
school groups and families as well as individ­
ual visitors and celebrates what Martin Luther 
King referred to as “the great glory of America 
. . . the right to protest for the right.” Images 
of records chronicle protests waged by the 
rhythm of marching feet, by stacks of hand-
lettered petitions, and by lone voices that dared 
to challenge injustices in court. 

At the touch of a finger, visitors can delve 
into remarkable stories about Americans’ 

A Place 
at the 
Table 

struggles to find “a place at the table” and 
the debates and events that helped deter­
mine the outcomes of those struggles. 

The table is designed to allow visitors 
to explore the records based on topics or 
themes of their choosing, including work­
place rights, First Amendment rights, equal 
rights, rights of privacy and sexuality, rights 
of the accused, and Native American rights. 

Visitors can also shape the experience of 
others, by highlighting particular records and 
tagging them with terms that capture the sur­
prise, inspiration, sadness, or other emotional 
response to individual records. These records 
are then delivered to other visitors at the table 

and may also appear on two large projection 
walls, enticing bystanders to participate. A web 
version of the interactive table is available at 
RecordsOfRights.org for those who would like to 
continue their exploration at home. 

Above: The pamphlet,“You’re Going to Employ Women” 
was created by the War Department. It gave tips to 
employers about hiring, training, and supervising women 
working in World War II defense industries. 

Right: Chinese living in San Francisco in 1910 pro­
tested the opening of the Angel Island Immigration 
Station in this handbill. It objected that Angel Island’s 
location made it difficult to visit relatives and that inspec­
tors were “exceedingly harsh” toward Chinese. It 
also asserted that “We must with one accord pro­
test for the equal rights which were enjoyed by us.” 

A 
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Trompe l’oeil painting and marble compass rose in the Orientation Plaza. 

National Archives holdings, there was an opportunity to improve the 

experience of researchers coming to the building. 

With funding from Congress for the building changes and with a 

generous donation from David M. Rubenstein to the Foundation for the 

National Archives to support the project, the National Archives launched 

the construction project, and its exhibits team began planning the new 

exhibit.The highlight of the new spaces is the David M. Rubenstein Gallery, 

which houses the “Records of Rights” exhibit and the 1297 Magna Carta. 

Now, visitors enter through the Constitution Avenue doors into an 

elegant new Orientation Plaza that offers them a place where they can plan 

their visits. 

A new electronic orientation wall gives information about all the 

venues in the National Archives Building; it can be updated by staff within 

minutes with news about events in the building. A Directory Station offers 

maps of all three floors of the museum with directions to every space. A 

three-minute orientation film shown on eight high-definition screens will 

introduce visitors to the important work of the National Archives. 

Because visitors use architectural clues to find their way, the stairways 

adjacent to the Orientation Plaza, which lead to the Rotunda and 

exhibit galleries on the floor above, have been opened up with new 

glass doors and lighting. In the floor of the Plaza, a marble compass rose 
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Documenting 
Three Struggles 
In the American 

Story 

The exhibits surrounding the interactive 
table in “Records of Rights” highlight 

documents related to the struggles of Amer­
icans to define and realize their civil rights 
through the stories of African Americans, 
women, and immigrants. 

These three areas contain original docu­
ments, facsimiles of milestone documents, film 
presentations, and graphic treatments using Na­
tional Archives documents, photographs, and 
drawings.

 Curators focused on these three groups as 
a way to invite visitors to explore the richness 
of National Archives records and discover in­
dividual stories of courage, determination, 
even cruelty in the records. 

A landmark document case at the en­
trance to the exhibit, near Magna Car­
ta, features changing displays of milestone 
originals such as the 14th Amendment, the 
1948 executive order desegregating the U.S. 
armed forces, the 1964 Civil Rights Act, and 
the 1965 Immigration Reform Act. 

Each of the three thematic exhibit areas 
begins with facsimiles of key documents to 
open a conversation about the unfinished 
work of the Founders. “Bending Towards 
Justice,” the section on African American 
civil rights, for example, displays facsimiles 
of the 15th Amendment and the 1965 Vot­
ing Rights Act, which was titled “An Act to 

enforce the fifteenth amend­
ment to the Constitution.” 

“Yearning to Breathe Free,” 
the section on immigrant 
struggles, shows two docu­
ments written within two 
years of each other that con­
trast American ideas about 
immigrants: the Deed of 
Gift to the Statue of Liber­
ty alongside the Chinese Ex­
clusion Act. “Remembering 
the Ladies” highlights the 
contested history of wom­
en’s rights in America by dis­
playing the 19th Amend­
ment, which gave women the 
vote, alongside the unratified 
Equal Rights Amendment. 
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Bronze medallion of the National Archives eagle in the Orientation Plaza floor. 

with a bronze medallion of the Archives’ eagle creates a landmark and 

gathering place for visitors. 

Above, in a small dome in the ceiling, a trompe l’oeil painting appears to 

reveal the Rotunda, where the Declaration of Independence, Constitution, 

and Bill of Rights are displayed. New signs throughout the museum help 

visitors more easily find their destinations. 

The myArchives Store opened in fall 2012.The new store offers an 

array of exciting publications and products showcasing the holdings of the 

National Archives. 

The myArchives Store, operated by the Foundation for the National 

Archives, includes several interactives with activities introducing visitors, 

including children, to research in the National Archives.The stations allow 

visitors to explore various types of records found in the holdings and 

encourage them to return to discover their own treasured records through 

research, either online or in person. 

The myArchives Store in Washington, D.C., and online are made possible, 

in part, through the generous support of Ancestory.com, with additional 

funding from the Philip L. Graham Fund in honor of Foundation board 

member Patrick Butler. 

Top left: During World War II, citizens of countries at war with the United States and who 
were living in this country were required to register with the government as “alien 
enemies.” 

Opposite bottom: As more women with children entered the World War II manufacturing 
workforce, they sometimes made new demands on employers. 

Left: African American Revolutionary War veteran Cato Green submitted this affida­
vit as part of his application for a pension from the federal government. 
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Wide Variety 
of Records 

Reflect Struggle 
for Rights 

Visitors will discover in “Records of Rights” many other original and 
facsimile documents demonstrating how these groups struggled 

toward enjoying full democratic rights. 
For example, a visitor can view original pension records documenting 

the service of an African American during the Revolutionary War. He 
can look at the legislative mark-up copy of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, 
which added the word “sex” to the categories that employers would be 
banned from considering in employment. 

Or she can examine the details on an original census schedule 
from the mid-19th-century immigrant community of Lowell, Mas­
sachusetts. Visitors can flip through a reproduction of a pamphlet on 
how to best employ female workers in World War II defense plants 
or another brochure enticing Swedes to settle in the American West. 
Photographs in the exhibit show suffrage parades, civil rights pro­
tests, and immigration processing and enforcement. 

Documents in the exhibit represent a variety of perspectives. A south­
ern journalist interviewing Martin Luther King presses the civil rights 
leader for his views on whether a store owner can refuse service to a cus­
tomer who is African American. 

Film from the 1977 National Women’s Conference shows women 
debating federally financed child care. Suffrage petitions represent both 
those who support votes for women and those who oppose woman suf­
frage. A telegram from the Great Depression urges the deportation of 
Mexican agricultural workers who are accused of taking jobs from U.S. 
citizens, while another telegram from World War II asks for more Mexi­
can workers to harvest “vital war crops.” 

Many of these issues are featured in today’s headlines. We continue to 
debate how to fulfill the promise of liberty in the Charters of Freedom. 
The National Archives documents in “Records of Rights” offer visitors a 
historical perspective on controversies that affect them today and bring to 
life two centuries of debate among Americans about fulfilling the ideals of 
the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights. 

The exhibit, says Rubenstein, is an “opportunity to come to the 
Archives to . . . learn more about our history, more about the rights, 
more about the documents that gave us these rights.” P 

Opposite: This marked-up copy of H.R. 5152 added the word “sex” to the catego­
ries that employers would be banned from considering in employment. H.R. 5152 
would eventually become the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 
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The United Auto Workers Union published this pamphlet in 1945 to convince its 
rank-and-file members to support their union’s program of nondiscrimination. 

This 1876 “Appeal for a Sixteenth Amendment” was issued by the National 
Woman Suffrage Association and signed by suffragists Elizabeth Cady Stanton 
and Susan B. Anthony. 
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On December 11, 2013, the “Records of Rights” exhibit 
opened to the public after a brief morning ceremony. That 
evening, at the Foundation for the National Archives’ 
reception to observe the opening, an official ribbon was cut.
   In his remarks, Archivist of the United States David Ferriero 

saluted Rubenstein’s role.
   “David Rubenstein is a passionate advocate for the National 

Archives and for educating all Americans about our shared history,” 
Ferriero said. “His many gifts to us and to other cultural institutions have 

done much to promote public awareness of our nation’s history.” 
The “Records of Rights” exhibit has an online version at RecordsOfRights.org. 

The 
Opening 
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