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We Can Start to Work Together: Robert F. Kennedy, the 1968 Campaign, and Respect 
 

 Compelling Question 
o Why is respect an essential trait for civil society? 

 Virtue: Respect 
 Definition – Respect is civility flowing from personal humility. 
 Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will review the words and actions of Robert F. Kennedy, who used his 
candidacy for the presidency in 1968 to spread a message of hope, justice, and respect. They will 
achieve the following objectives. 

 Objectives 
o Students will analyze Robert F. Kennedy’s character as a leader, and his commitment to respecting 

all people.     
o Students will examine Kennedy’s understanding of respect as a necessary virtue. 
o Students will understand why cultivating respect affects the future of the United States.  
o Students will demonstrate respect in their own lives to protect freedom.  

 Background 
o In America 1968 was a turbulent year. On January 31, the Vietnam War changed when the North 

Vietnamese regular and guerrilla armies launched the surprise Tet Offensive in dozens of cities 
across South Vietnam and even stormed the U.S. Embassy in the capital of Saigon. Americans were 
shocked since President Johnson had promised them that the war was almost won and nearing an 
end. As a result, President Johnson announced that he had decided not to run for a second term on 
March 31. On April 4, Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassinated, and race tensions led to riots in over 
100 American cities throughout the summer. In late April, students at Columbia University held 
nonviolent occupations of buildings on campus, protesting against racism, sexism, and the Vietnam 
War. Eventually, police were called in to remove them and the resulting clashes between students 
and police led to many injuries and arrests, completely shutting the university down. In late August, 
violence erupted between young demonstrators and police in the streets of Chicago outside of the 
Democratic National Convention to shocked television audiences. Meanwhile, inflation led to 
skyrocketing prices, and factories were closing as international competition began affecting 
American economic growth and jobs. It felt as if the fabric of American society was being torn apart.   

 
Robert F. Kennedy had a privileged childhood in the wealthy Kennedy family. He served as the 
Attorney General during his brother’s presidency. In 1964, Kennedy won a massive electoral 
landslide to become a U.S. Senator from New York. In 1968, he decided to run for president based 
upon a message of hope and respect for all Americans, especially focusing on those who were 
dispossessed.   
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 Vocabulary 
o Turbulent 
o Guerrilla 
o Tet Offensive 
o Saigon 
o Martin Luther King, Jr. 
o Democratic National Convention 
o Inflation 
o Electoral landslide 
o Dispossessed 
o Evoke 
o Legacy 
o Idealism 
o Hubert Humphrey 
o Eugene McCarthy 
o Coalition 
o Primary 
o Mystique 
o Ecstatic 
o Rhetoric  
o Resonate 
o Inexorably 
o Militants 
o Sirhan Sirhan 
o Requiem 

 Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
 Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   

 Observation Questions 
o In what ways did Robert F. Kennedy demonstrate respect in order to enhance life, liberty, and the 

pursuit of happiness for himself and others?   
o What was Robert F. Kennedy’s identity during the 1960s? To what extent do you see emphasis on 

the virtue of respect in his words and actions?  
o As he worked to influence American public life, how did Kennedy see his purpose? 

 Discussion Questions 
o Discuss the following questions with your students.  

 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
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 Additional Resources 

o Thurston Clarke, The Last Campaign: Robert F. Kennedy and 82 Days that Inspired America.  New 
York: Henry Holt, 2008.   

o Lewis L. Gould, 1968: The Election that Changed America.  Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1993.   
o Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., Robert Kennedy and His Times.  Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1978.   
o Evan Thomas, Robert Kennedy: His Life.  New York: Simon and Schuster, 2002.    
o Robert F. Kennedy, Remarks on the Assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. 

http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/rfkonmlkdeath.html  
  

http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/rfkonmlkdeath.html
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Handout A: We Can Start to Work Together: Robert F. Kennedy, the 1968 Campaign, and Respect 

Background 

In America, 1968 was a turbulent year. On January 31, the Vietnam War changed when the North Vietnamese 

regular and guerrilla armies launched the surprise Tet Offensive in dozens of cities across South Vietnam and even 

stormed the U.S. Embassy in the capital of Saigon. Americans were shocked since President Johnson had promised 

them that the war was almost won and nearing an end. As a result, President Johnson announced that he had 

decided not to run for a second term on March 31. On April 4, Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassinated, and race 

tensions led to riots in over 100 American cities throughout the summer. In late April, students at Columbia 

University held nonviolent occupations of buildings on campus, protesting against racism, sexism, and the Vietnam 

War. Eventually, police were called in to remove them and the resulting clashes between students and police led to 

many injuries and arrests, completely shutting the university down. In late August, violence erupted between 

young demonstrators and police in the streets of Chicago outside of the Democratic National Convention to 

shocked television audiences. Meanwhile, inflation led to skyrocketing prices, and factories were closing as 

international competition began affecting American economic growth and jobs. It felt as if the fabric of American 

society was being torn apart.   

Robert F. Kennedy had a privileged childhood in the wealthy Kennedy family. He served as the Attorney General 

during his brother’s presidency. In 1964, Kennedy won a massive electoral landslide to become a U.S. Senator from 

New York. In 1968, he decided to run for president based upon a message of hope and respect for all Americans, 

especially focusing on those who were dispossessed.   

Narrative 

On Saturday, March 16, 1968, Senator Robert F. Kennedy (“Bobby”) walked up to the microphones in the Old 

Senate Office Building in Washington, D.C. He announced that he was entering the race for the Democratic 

nomination for president. He sought to evoke the memory of his brother, President John F. Kennedy, whose 

assassination in 1963 had left the American people with a widespread longing for the unfulfilled legacy of hope. 

Bobby Kennedy wanted to complete the early 1960s idealism of his brother’s presidency -- before the turbulence 

of the Vietnam War, urban riots, student and anti-war demonstrations, and assassinations of important political 

figures. Kennedy promised, “I do not run for the presidency merely to oppose any man but to propose new 

policies.” At first, he did not articulate a list of specific policies but rather a vision of unity and leadership in an 

America that seemed divided and awry. He continued, “At stake is not simply the leadership of our party or even 

our country, it is our right to moral leadership on this planet.”   

Kennedy had thrown his hat into the ring and had to distinguish himself among the Democratic candidates. Even 

though Democratic President Lyndon Johnson went on national television two weeks later to announce, “I shall not 

seek, and I will not accept, the nomination of my party for another term as your president,” the field was still 

crowded by Vice-President Hubert Humphrey and progressive Democratic Senator Eugene McCarthy. Kennedy 

was born to an extremely wealthy family, but he based his campaign on an appeal to the powerless and 

dispossessed in American society. “I have to win through the people,” he told an aide. Kennedy organized his 

campaign for the Democratic nomination around a coalition of young people, African Americans, blue-collar 

whites, farmers, and Native Americans.   

The campaign got off to a relatively slow start. On April 2, Kennedy won only six percent of the vote in the 

Wisconsin primary as a write-in candidate. On April 4, Martin Luther King, Jr., was tragically gunned down by an 

assassin outside his Memphis, Tennessee hotel. When Kennedy learned of the news, he put his face in his hands 

and lamented, “Oh, God.  When is the violence going to stop?” That day, he was scheduled to deliver a speech in a 

poor section of Indianapolis, and several aides and the police advised him to cancel the appearance because of 

possible violence. He hated limos, barricades, and police escorts that kept him away from the people. He 

courageously forged ahead with the appearance during the cold and windy evening, and even informed the 

shocked crowd of King’s assassination. He told the audience, “What we need in the United States is not division; 

what we need in the United States is not hatred; what we need in the United States is not violence or lawlessness, 
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but love and wisdom, and compassion toward one another, and a feeling of justice towards those who still suffer 

within our country.”   

Kennedy won the Indiana primary and spoke to increasingly enthusiastic and frenzied audiences. The Kennedy 

mystique, his good looks, and his appeal to ordinary Americans who were struggling to make sense of the 

bewildering changes around them and wanted justice and stability, all made him wildly popular. The media noted 

his appeal to “millions of people seeking hope out of despair.” Swollen crowds with ecstatic supporters desperately 

reached to shake his hand or touch his hair. One observer noted, “His hands were scratched where people were 
trying to touch him,” and actually saw they were bloody.   

His campaign continued to reach out to common Americans and centered on the issues of poverty and hunger, 

injustice for African Americans and others, and opposition to the war. Although he remained somewhat vague 

about remedies and policies to address the problems, his rhetoric resonated with millions. He reiterated these 

themes over and over again on the campaign trail. He told one audience, “Every night we watch horror on the 

evening news. Violence spreads inexorably across the nation, filling our streets and crippling our lives.” He argued 

that the Vietnam War was being lost but the Johnson administration only offered “the ever-expanding use of 

military force.” Finally, he stated, “We are more divided now than perhaps we have been in a hundred years.” He 

wanted to “heal the deep divisions that exist between races, between age groups, and on the war.” He spread a 

general message of peace and unity as well as respect for all Americans.   

Kennedy appealed to farmers who felt the pinch of inflation in the economy and won the Nebraska primary. He 

barely lost the Oregon primary, but poured his great family resources into the California primary. One appearance 

with young black militants in Oakland again demonstrated his compassion and willingness to listen to all to the 
problems of the frustrated and discontented. He told his campaign advisers, “This may not be a pleasant 

experience. These people have got a lot of hostility and lots of reasons for it . . . . But no matter how insulting a few 

of them may be, they’re trying to communicate what’s inside them.” After the meeting, he said, “I’m glad I went . . . . 

They need to know somebody who’ll listen.”   

His desire to listen to the problems of his fellow citizens paid large dividends as he won the huge California 

primary. During the afternoon of June 4, Kennedy was very pleased that he was the projected winner and settled in 

for an afternoon nap. He was driven to the Ambassador Hotel to confer in a suite with his campaign advisers about 

strategy going forward. Once the primary victory was confirmed, he dressed and went downstairs to the Embassy 

Ballroom shortly after midnight. He delivered a victory speech and again appealed to unity. He pledged to help heal 

the country’s divisions and wanted the nation to “start to work together.” Kennedy left the ballroom amidst great 

celebration and applause. He took a shortcut through the hotel kitchen and was fatally gunned down by assassin, 

Sirhan Sirhan. Kennedy died of his wounds, yet another heartbreaking tragedy in a tragic year. The nation’s sense 

of hopefulness suffered another choking shock. Kennedy’s body was carried to New York for a requiem mass and 

then sent by train to Washington, D.C., where he was laid to rest at Arlington Cemetery near his brother.   

Kennedy had envisioned a nation in which all people were empowered to enjoy equal opportunity to participate in 

the prosperity of American society and the political system of self-government. This personal commitment to 

respect was rooted in his character. As he stated, “It’s how we use our lives that determines what kind of men we 

are  . . . I am convinced that the truest act of courage, the strongest act of manliness, is to sacrifice ourselves for 

others in a totally nonviolent struggle for justice.”   
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Handout B: Journaling 

Answer the following questions in your journal, as you prepare to voluntarily share some of your responses in a 
class discussion. 
 

1. In what situations in your own life have you had opportunity to demonstrate respect, perhaps under very 

difficult circumstances? To what extent have you done so?  

2. To what extent are you currently cultivating respect for others to achieve your purpose?   

3. To what extent and in what ways does your performance align with your identity and purpose?  What are 
you currently doing to cultivate skills and interests that will connect today’s purposes with your long-term 
opportunity to enhance and protect the life and liberty of others?  
 

4. How can genuine respect for others contribute to freedom for yourself and others?  

 
 


