
5    Taking a Stand in History

For National History Day students, the 2016-2017 academic year will be filled with research related to 
the theme Taking a Stand in History. The theme is broad to encourage participants to delve into history, 
whether it be a topic from the ancient world or the history of their own city. Students need to begin 
research with secondary sources to gain a broader context, then progress to finding primary sources, and 
finally make an argument about the effects of a topic in history. 

What does it mean to take a stand? To take a stand, one must take a firm position on an issue. Historically, 
people have taken a stand in support of an issue, such as the demonstrators in Tiananmen Square who 
protested for greater freedom in China. Sometimes taking a stand involves opposing the status quo—for 
example, Martin Luther’s act of nailing his Ninety-Five Theses to the door of the All Saints’ Church in 
Wittenberg, Germany. Taking a stand could even involve fighting against a powerful movement, such as 
Queen Liliuokalani’s fight against annexation to maintain Hawaiian independence. These examples show 
well-known individuals taking a stand. How did these people defend their position?

When looking at different individuals and groups who took a stand, there are examples of those who used 
force, words, and economic power to make their voices heard. These people are remembered because they 
had an impact on history and inspired others to follow them. Remember that there is a difference between 
opposition and truly taking a stand. What do you think has to happen to move from opposition to taking 
a stand? 

Can a group of people take a stand? Yes. Think back to how the Indian National Congress protested to end 
British Control of India. Or look even further into the past at the Magna Carta, considered one of the world’s 
most important documents. It would never have been written if it were not for a group of rebellious English 
barons who took a stand against an all-powerful King John in 1215. How did American colonists, many 
of them women, take a stand against King George III? In the more recent past, numerous nations came 
together to stand up for the rights of individuals after World War II. Why and how did the United Nations 
agree to the Declaration of Human Rights in 1948? What can be accomplished when nations come together 
to stand up for individual rights? Perhaps you could explore these questions and more by writing a paper. 

Grassroots movements can become something more through the dedication of followers. Think of the 
Temperance Movement during the Progressive Era. Although the movement for temperance began much 
earlier, the Progressive Era sparked a revival that led to the 18th Amendment and a 13-year prohibition  
of alcohol.

Why was this issue brought back into the spotlight by the Progressive Era? Why was this movement 
successful? As historians, you must look at the lasting legacy of the actions of individuals and groups. What 
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happened because of their stand? What changes occurred in the short-term? How about the long-term? Did 
they leave the world, their country, or their town better or worse? 

Many times those who take a stand emerge as great historical leaders. George Washington was a gifted 
leader who influenced the lives of many. He took numerous stands throughout his military and political 
career. Yes, he led the Continental Army in the American Revolution, but Washington also took a stand 
against disease by inoculating his army against smallpox during a time when many questioned the validity 
of this procedure. Why did he decide to go against the mindset of the time? How do you think this has 
shaped his lasting legacy? 

Often those who take a stand have to overcome opposition. Like the soldiers of George Washington’s 
time, many Americans feared Jonas Salk’s polio vaccine in the twentieth century. How did Salk seek to prove 
the validity of his medicine? How did his stand help shape the future of medicine? 

Times of crisis and war often lead to conflicts between the rights of the people and those of the government. 
Consider the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798, the suspension of the writ of habeus corpus during the U.S. 
Civil War, or the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II. Often these situations led to court 
cases where an individual or group challenged the right of the government to restrict liberties. There are 
many case studies of people standing up to protect liberties. John Peter Zenger, Lucy Stone, William Lloyd 
Garrison, Eugene V. Debs, and John Lewis all took stands. How does the judicial process provide an avenue 
to take a stand?

One of the most visible ways to take a stand is related to military action. Alexander the Great, 
Charlemagne, Joan of Arc, Napoleon I, and Douglas MacArthur are just a few who have led armies in taking 
a stand. In contrast, you might consider why an individual might take a stand against military action. For 
example, how did Siegfried Sassoon, a British soldier in World War I, use poetry to take a stand? What 
consequences did he face as a result?

Taking a stand does not necessarily need to involve military force or a political enemy. In the late 
1800s, a group of French artists rebelled against the Salons, a popular venue for artists to display their 
work. They felt rejected and unwanted so they put on their own shows and were later known as the 
Impressionists. What legacy did these artists leave? Do you think the Impressionist Movement inspired 
later artists and other movements? You might decide to tackle those questions by creating an exhibit or 
a documentary.

Sometimes the best way to take a stand is to walk away. Russia has always had a wonderful reverence 
for the ballet world, but the ballet dancers of the Soviet Era felt limited by government policies that 
restricted creative expression. As a result, some dancers, including Rudolf Nureyev and Mikhail 
Baryshnikov, defected to other countries. How did their stand influence artist expression? How were they 
affected as individuals? Perhaps you want to explore this topic through a performance.  

Many women have taken a powerful stand in history. Consider Queen Elizabeth I’s stand against 
marriage or Catherine the Great’s efforts to bring Enlightenment ideas to the Russian Empire. Alice Paul 
took a stand to push the women’s suffrage movement into the national spotlight in the early twentieth 
century. How was she able to garner so much attention? How did Eleanor Roosevelt respond when the 
Daughters of the American Revolution refused to let Marian Anderson perform in their concert hall? Can 
you think of other examples of women taking a stand throughout history?
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What happens when taking a stand fails to result in an immediate change? Often many people and 
groups must take a stand to bring change to a society. Any movement for social and political change can 
require years. Ending slavery, establishing child labor laws, and fighting against Jim Crow segregation laws 
and prohibition took many attempts at change. What part has the media played in such instances? How can 
a failure later become a success?

Sometimes failure is temporary. In 1892, the People’s Party, or Populist Party, articulated its goals in a 
document known as the Omaha Platform. While none of its goals (a graduated income tax, direct election of 
senators) were achieved in 1892, many of the ideas were carried on by Progressive Reformers and enacted 
in the next 50 years. Looking back through history, are there similar examples where a group might have 
failed initially?

What happens when someone fails to take a stand? Diplomatic history includes many examples of 
nations that refused to get involved in events outside their borders. Nations must face challenging decisions 
of when to intervene in another country’s affairs, and when to be isolationists and stay out.

When deciding on a topic for your NHD project, it is helpful to think outside the box. One way to find 
such a topic is to look at a well-known historical event, such as the Boston Tea Party, and dig a little deeper. 
Most of us know about the Boston Tea Party and that the Sons of Liberty were a part of its planning and 
execution, but have you heard of Ebenezer Stevens? How did he play a role in the rebellion? What were the 
consequences of his actions? Perhaps you might want to explore this topic by creating a website. 

Another way to find a new spin on an old topic is to look to your own backyard. Many of us know that 
Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King, Jr. played significant roles in the civil rights movement, but are 
there individuals from your hometown who played a role? How do you think the small town movements 
influenced these movements at a national level? By digging beneath the surface of many famous historical 
events, researchers can find a treasure trove of fascinating stories of people and groups who took a stand 
in history. 

Using these questions, students can choose a topic that interests them and has a strong connection to the 
Taking a Stand in History theme. Happy researching!


