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For my parents and sister,  
who have always been there, and 
 my Uncle Barry, who was taken from us too soon. 
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Each time a man stands up for an ideal, 
 or acts to improve the lot of others, 
 or strikes out against injustice, 
 he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, 
 and crossing each other from a million  
different centers of energy and daring,  
those ripples build a current which can sweep down 
 the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.  
—ROBERT F. KENNEDY











FOREWORD

WILLIAM JEFFERSON CLINTON


If  is no struggle, there is no progress.

—FREDERICK DOUGLASS,
 August 4 , 1857



In beginning   the word . . .

The  most compelling force behind humanity’s long and troubled march toward racial and social justice has been the power of the spoken word. From Jesus’s miraculous Sermon on the Mount to Dr. Martin Luther King’s historic moment on the Mall, generation after generation of freedom fighters, armed only with their eloquence and righteousness, have stoked the eternal fires of hope within the human soul. 

This book celebrates that valiant journey. In it we hear the echoes of courageous voices that have risen from dimly lit slave huts, back-road churches, and street corners to lift the conscience of a nation. But the speeches in this volume are much more than exhortations from a near or distant past. They are living reminders of the challenges that remain and the work yet to be done.

As I was growing up in the segregated South, my low-grade fever for public service reached the boiling point under the influence of the speeches of Dr. King and John F. Kennedy. It wasn’t long before I knew that I too wanted to serve my country and its highest ideals, none more important than racial reconciliation. I came of age at the height of the civil rights struggles of the sixties: the March on Washington, the passage of the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act. I will never forget that moment in 1965 when Lyndon Johnson, a white southerner, faced the Congress and the nation only a week after the tragedy of “Bloody Sunday.” “At times,” he said, “history and fate meet at a single time and place to shape a turning point in man’s unending search for freedom. So it was at Lexington and Concord. So it was a century ago at Appomattox. So it was last week in Selma, Alabama.”

On March 5, 2000, the thirty-fifth anniversary of Bloody Sunday, I had the privilege of returning to Selma with many of the original foot soldiers in that momentous moral confrontation. Before we retraced their steps across the Edmund Pettus Bridge, I told those gathered that, while we have come a long way since the bleakest days of the civil rights struggle, we still have many more bridges to cross in our journey toward becoming One America. These include the racial gaps in education, criminal justice, health, employment, and wealth. I dedicated much of my work as president to closing those gaps; but of course we have much more work to do if we are ever to eliminate discrimination based on race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation. In that spirit, I recommend reading the speeches in this book not so much as an appreciation of history but as inspiration for the work that lies ahead.

I want to commend Josh Gottheimer for compiling this unprecedented collection of civil rights voices. As one of my presidential speechwriters, Mr. Gottheimer’s passion for speaking truth to power was evident to me and to all who worked with him. I thank him for his enduring commitment to the cause of civil rights and social justice and for this important literary gift to America.

WILLIAM J. CLINTON 
     New York, New York 
      December 2002











INTRODUCTION


No one can speak for him—no one knows  the thing as well as he does.  
—W. E. B. DU BOIS,
ON THE CONSUMMATE PREACHER




[An orator] is a physician, who lifts men above themselves, and creates 
 a higher appetite than he satisfies. [Oration] is the power to 
 translate a truth into language.  
—RALPH WALDO EMERSON



T
he civil rights movements in America are ever evolving, with one generation of leaders building on the accomplishments—and the rhetoric—of those before them. 

Only a few miles from where I sit in Massachusetts, John Adams and his founding brothers, in one of the earliest cries for equal opportunity, sounded the trumpet for freedom. Adams’s exhortation for independence in the late eighteenth century paved the way for Thomas Jefferson’s declaration of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” Decades later, near the Charles River, William Lloyd Garrison and Theodore Weld evoked Jefferson as they condemned slavery, and nearby, Angelina Grimké became the first woman to speak out for abolition. To the north, in Vermont, Lucy Terry argued forcefully for her right to property, becoming the first African-American woman to speak before a court with a member of the U.S. Supreme Court on the bench. In neighboring upstate New York, a carriage ride away, Elizabeth Cady Stanton drew inspiration from the abolitionist cause as she delivered a stirring address at the first women’s rights conference.

Farther south, in Washington, D.C., Abraham Lincoln earned an indelible place in history—and the ire of many—with his commanding excoriation of slavery. Martin Luther King, Jr., a century later, echoed Lincoln’s words when he described his dream of equality to an audience of thousands. Several years later, President Lyndon Johnson embraced King, Lincoln, and Scripture when, in the face of race riots and segregation, he declared,“ We shall overcome.” In San Francisco, gay activist Harry Hay recalled the social activists before him when he openly claimed at the height of the civil rights era that homosexuals were indeed a minority group deserving of equal opportunity. In another California city, César Chávez found inspiration from Dr. King and Mahatma Gandhi when he brought America’s attention to centuries-old Chicano oppression. And Robert “Spark” Matsunaga, only a few years earlier, drew on his own heritage and the words of the earliest American settlers when he decried the overt discrimination practiced against Americans of Asian descent.

These towering figures, and others, embraced the power that Du Bois and Emerson described, that of dignity, self-reliance, and self-respect. As you will see in the following pages, the speakers whose words are included in this anthology shared strength, ideas, and even words with one another.

Reading great civil rights rhetoric will give you an appreciation for its convincing power and its purpose. The words will return you to the abolitionist protests of the 1840s and the internment camps of the 1940s; you will hear the roar of the audience; you will imagine men and women huddled around an itinerant abolitionist who, with each sentence, pumped life back into a weary community of slaves. His words transformed dismay into hope; his speech helped them believe that, with effort, persuasion, and unity, they could, as Dr. King later exhorted, overcome.



SPEAKING OUT: HOW EACH MOVEMENT LEARNED FROM THE PAST

At times when minorities were denied access to ballot boxes, lunch counters, or schoolhouses, the human voice was often their only tool of persuasion, and the church lectern their only platform for dissent. With the law and public institutions largely stacked against them, minorities, beginning in the nineteenth century, found that speech offered them a modicum of power in those systems designed to keep them silent. From one generation to the next, the steady calls for equality ultimately convinced crowds—and the nation—to rise up against discrimination.

African Americans were the first group in the United States to recognize their power by either speaking out themselves or through others. This revelation is not altogether surprising. With roots in African tribal culture, blacks placed great value on public speech, a reliance dating back to a time when many blacks could not read or write (for example, former slave Sojourner Truth was illiterate). Delivered by both men and women, African-American rhetoric evoked Scripture, tribal heritage, and the cadence of the slave song. This anthology, in part, traces blacks’ oratorical path, beginning with the voice of a freed African American in the eighteenth century.

Lacking a formal education, slaves relied heavily on African oral tradition as a means of community building and social and political activism. Before the Civil War, in order to keep blacks from organizing, most were not permitted to read, write, or speak publicly. In the antebellum North, however, the African-American church was the one setting where blacks were permitted to congregate. Consequently, the first African-American leaders, and the earliest rhetoricians, were preachers who deftly used their pulpits as political cauldrons. Later, freed blacks in the North established fraternal organizations, like the Prince Hall Masonic Lodge, as venues for sermons and speeches.

Out of fear of being caught, most early African-American orators did not prepare their texts in advance but delivered them extemporaneously. Even those that were written down were frequently destroyed or misplaced. Such a fate also befell the texts of the early feminist, Asian-American, and LatinoAmerican speeches. According to author Alice Moore Dunbar, “Most of the best [rhetoric] is lost; most of it is hidden away in forgotten places.”

Like African Americans, white women were prohibited from speaking publicly in the nation’s early years. Although female orators and activists did not face the same dire repercussions as their African-American counterparts (including lashings, hanging, and jail), women were nonetheless discouraged from adopting a public persona. A woman’s role in society was considered a private one, and men cited the Bible as evidence that women should confine their speech to the home. Protesting this treatment, female activists began to organize and conduct meetings in favor of abolitionism. In the early 1830s, white women began comparing their own condition as second-class citizens to that of slaves. Gradually they garnered enough support to address mixed audiences of men and women, demanding equal rights, first for blacks and then for themselves. Even then, white women faced fierce opposition from husbands who still believed that female activism should be confined to the back bench of abolitionist meetings. This atmosphere changed markedly after the convention at Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848, in which sixty-eight women and thirty-two men signed the Declaration of Sentiments, demanding that the rights of women be respected by society.

Until the late twentieth century, many gay Americans were afraid to admit their sexual orientation, let alone stand at a microphone and tell the world that they deserved equal treatment. Even today, their public “coming out” has been measured and conducted largely in the face of a wary public, judiciary, and government. Likewise, most early Asian and Hispanic immigrants believed they would lose their jobs, citizenship rights, or even face deportation if they spoke out for their civil rights. When they finally did—in some instances with great fanfare—each group quickly learned the impact that speech could have in both advancing their agenda and protecting their communities from further discrimination.

Although no one leader changed the course of history, nor did one person spark the civil rights movement, each individual’s work and speeches created “ripples of hope”—single waves of activism that together caused a grand wave of change. Those ripples brought progress to institutions once considered immutable, change to entrenched social and political norms, and enlightenment to the historically narrow-minded. As Senator Robert F. Kennedy explained in 1966 to a crowd of college activists in South Africa,“Crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring, those ripples built a current that can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.”

King, Chávez, Stanton, and others who worked to overcome seemingly intractable barriers are now celebrated icons embedded in the American story. But in their day, civil rights leaders were viewed as deeply divisive figures whose radical approach threatened to splinter a peaceful, unified nation. They put their careers on hold, their reputations at risk, and often their lives on the line to eradicate inequality, bigotry, and injustice. Their work inspired the involvement of many more, who themselves went on to effect change.

This anthology is a collection of those ripples—a pooling of American civil rights history through the words of both the most-celebrated and lessrecognized figures.The reader will have an opportunity to do what these leaders did: to study, distill, and employ the rhetoric of those before them—to understand the history of American civil rights through the delivered word. To see how Frederick Douglass and Eleanor Roosevelt swayed their audiences and how Lucretia Mott drew ideas and themes from Elizabeth Cady Stanton, allows us to understand how closely united their ideas and approaches were and how, over the years, they learned from and built on one another’s hopes and accomplishments.

I urge you, when reading an individual speech, to consider its impact not only on an individual movement but also on the larger expanse of civil rights history.* In compiling this collection, I was fascinated by how deeply interconnected the different movements were—in their objectives, their messages, and the words they delivered. Another unmistakable connection quickly became clear to me: In one way or another, the various civil rights movements had their roots in what I call the African-American or black movement, which at first encompassed the anti-slavery movement and later the struggle for equal rights and opportunity. The ripples from the abolitionist movement sparked the first women’s movement, and the experiences and feats from the civil rights era in the 1950s and ’60s led to the modern Asian-American, gay, Hispanic, and feminist movements. I draw these connections with great caution. As historians have rightly noted, each movement and group possesses a unique history and ideology with its own obstacles and agenda. The Asianand Hispanic-American movements, for example, have been plagued by immigration discrimination, whereas immigration has never been a central issue for the women’s, gay, or African-American movements. Still, whether for lessons on rhetoric, organizing marches, or lobbying Congress, all groups have looked expressly to the African-American movement for guidance in the steps they should take and the pitfalls they should avoid. Some have likened the civil rights struggle to a symphony:The black leadership conducted, but the opus would have fallen flat without the melody from each group.

The visibility of the African-American movement is partly a matter of timing, presence, and organization; it must be viewed in the larger historical context. African-American leaders sparked protests, outrage, and activism in early America, when the demands of the slave-driven economy undercut the original ideals of the Constitution’s drafters and burrowed their way into the entrenched political and legal systems. Although blacks were the specific focus of segregation laws and race-driven violence in the antebellum and Jim Crow South, they still managed to galvanize the force necessary to fight prejudice, both in the judicial system and in the court of public opinion. With their vigorous leadership, African Americans were frequently the first to test civil rights strategies, which accounts for their having scored more public victories—as well as defeats—than any other minority group. Since abolition, the black movement has maintained a near monopoly about the literary and public debate about civil rights in the United States; it is often equated with the term “civil rights” despite the existence and overwhelming importance of several other struggles. As a result, more students are still taught the history of black civil rights than the story of Asian-American, Latino-American, or gay civil rights movements. Dr. King—not César Chávez—has a federal holiday named for him. But, as this book demonstrates, that trend is beginning to change, so that the progress of all movements is now celebrated.

Although the Hispanic and Asian-American movements have looked to the black civil-rights movement for guidance, they have not always agreed or followed the same tactical approaches or championed the same agenda. In the 1960s, for example, Asian and Hispanic Americans were often alienated from the mainstream civil rights movement, which centered on African-American concerns like desegregation and voting rights, not bilingual education or immigration barriers. Women working in the civil rights movement were also marginalized until the late 1960s, when they became a better-organized and more vocal community. These differences within and among minority groups—in ideology and approach—continue today. Segments of the contemporary Latino-American community, especially Cuban Americans, customarily take more conservative positions on social and economic issues than the left-leaning factions of the African-American and feminist communities. These differences have publicly divided what is traditionally perceived as “the civil rights community,” and in many instances these divergent voices and missions, while inevitable and often valid, have weakened the larger cause.

This highlights a fundamental point. While the lessons from each civil rights movement have been instructive to others, we must remember, as I have mentioned, that there is no one civil rights history. Despite commonalities, each group has grappled with a unique set of experiences that have shaped its movement and, as importantly, the manner in which its leaders communicate. Cesar Chavez’s rhetoric and style were not the same as abolitionist Frederick Douglass’s. He may have drawn from Douglass’s ideas and even his words, but his speaking method, language, cadence, and rhetorical flourishes were his own and were reflective of the Latino experience. Chavez’s approach was also shaped by the context of his speech—the time period, the setting, and the audience. 

In other words, each civil rights group possesses what historian John  Hammerback describes as its own rhetorical conventions and history. The conventions are informed by cultural orientation and features, like the use of language, arguments, and organizational style, and help explain why Chavez’s speeches were different from Dr. King’s, even though the men shared similar principles (and a fund of common arguments). Moreover, these rhetorical conventions have shifted over time, along with the tides of history and reform, and have had a deep impact on speakers and speeches across all groups and causes.



THE AFRICAN-AMERICAN MOVEMENT

The enslavement of African Americans and the status of free and freed blacks were the first civil rights issues the United States grappled with in earnest; or rather, they were the first racial dilemmas the nation was forced to address.* Slaves, aside from Native Americans, were the first minority group about which the Founders debated. Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, John Adams, and Thomas Paine all grappled with the propriety of slavery and, in many instances, chose to forgo their initial opposition in favor of a unified nation (the South, dependent on labor-intensive agriculture, insisted on slavery’s continued existence).The “slave issue” eventually precipitated the United States’s first and only civil war and continued to divide the nation under an umbrella of outright and de facto racial segregation. Over time, blacks fell victim to lynchings in the South and to the “separate but equal” policies of both the Jim Crow South and segregated northern cities. With the television cameras rolling, African Americans marched peacefully in their quest for equality, despite the oppressive force of violence, led by such men as Birmingham Public Safety Commissioner Bull Connor, who in 1963 wielded billy clubs and fire hoses to keep peaceful protestors in line. Today, African Americans remain at the center of hotly debated civil rights issues like affirmative action, criminal justice, and slave reparations.

Before the Civil War, the anti-slavery movement (composed predominantly of white abolitionists and Radical Republicans) was largely responsible for the major legislative accomplishments on both federal and state levels. The abolitionists, aided by the Civil War’s effects, also led the charge for the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments, which eliminated de jure slavery, guaranteed equal protection under the law (the equal protection clause has been one of the sharpest swords against discriminatory practices), and enfranchised the black male population. The Civil Rights Act of 1866 barred discrimination in contracts. Almost a century later, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 outlawed discrimination in property and employment and paved the way for affirmative action, which today is an endangered practice. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 banned discrimination in voter registration and at the polls—and the Great Society spurred investment in hard-pressed communities, education, healthcare, and job training. Landmark civil rights gains in the courts also involved African Americans, starting, most notably, with the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision, finding separate school facilities inherently unequal. Other civil rights movements have capitalized on these victories and others, including many of their own, rightly using the laws and court rulings—the “ripples of hope”—for their own advancement.



THE WOMEN’S MOVEMENT

The leaders of the early women’s civil rights movement gained experience in the abolition effort, where their participation was, to a limited extent, tacitly accepted and even encouraged.*Although women could attend abolition rallies, American society in the early nineteenth century still frowned upon a woman publicly addressing an audience of both women and men. The attempt to silence womenat anti-slavery conventions in the United States and England led directly to Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott’s decision to hold the first Women’s Rights Convention at Seneca Falls, New York, in June 1848.Among their many demands, these early feminists insisted on an immediate end to the domestic, economic, and social oppression that had “kept women down” for generations.

Until that point, married white women were largely prohibited from working outside the home (freed black women, in contrast, had worked for white families for years), and laws in most cities and states prevented them from owning land, signing contracts, or voting in elections. In essence, and commonly in the law, women were treated as the property of their fathers or husbands. The events at Seneca Falls began to change that, thus sparking the modern women’s movement.With sixty-eight female delegates in attendance, this convention was the first public outcry from women (mostly white and middle class), and while their issues did not completely track, their tactics and rhetoric closely paralleled the group on whose behalf they had worked: African Americans. Ironically there were no African-American women present.* Drawing on tactics from the abolitionist movement and citing parallel forms of discrimination (including disenfranchisement and social and economic inequity), the early women activists argued vociferously for female suffrage.Yet, when their efforts repeatedly failed to win the vote in the late nineteenth century, many feminist leaders turned inward, abandoning the African-American civil rights movement that initially spurred their efforts. Once the black male population was enfranchised, many white feminists, who had fought tirelessly for emancipation, simply could not understand why they were still denied access to the ballot.The resulting rift between the black and women’s movements set back the African-American cause and further alienated black women from the mainstream feminist movement. †

Years later, after finally winning suffrage in 1920, members of the women’s movement divided into two distinct factions: one group intent on further expanding their legal rights through the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), theother satisfied with certain legal “protections” (including limitations on professions women could enter, hours they could work, and organizations they could join).This latter group argued that a woman’s primary role remained that of a traditional mother, not breadwinner. Led by political activist Phyllis Schlafly, they argued that women should not fight for legal equality, women’s liberation, or the ERA. * However, both blocs did find some common cause in their demand for better education for women and stricter moral codes for men (like temperance) to help build stronger families and “a more virtuous state.”

Despite their differences, when possible, the women’s movement capitalized on black-won legal and political victories. In the mid-twentieth century, for example, women captured employment protection in Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act—a bill championed by and introduced for African Americans. Organizers of the women’s movement often took cues from the black movement in orchestrating protests for equal employment opportunity and economic independence; their own work in the African-American civil rights struggle—dating back to abolitionism—influenced their leadership styles and speaking skills when advocating their own agenda.The sit-ins of the 1960s influenced activities of women such as Betty Friedan, Gloria Steinem, and other female activists who were marginalized by the nearly all-male leadership in the black and anti-war movements. The feminists, of course, championed their own issues, independent from although not exclusive of the African-American agenda, including property rights, child care, suffrage, education, and sexual freedom. But undoubtedly their experience working for black rights helped them sharpen their leadership skills, inform their agenda, and first stump for a social cause.

The independence of the women’s movement from the African-American civil rights movement should not be understated; in a struggle dominated by men, it simply took longer for the women’s movement to develop this independence. Dating back to the nineteenth century, the feminist voice was a leading one, echoing loudly in Congress and on the national stage in successfully championing women’s own issues, including suffrage, equal pay, and reproductive choice.



THE HISPANIC-AMERICAN MOVEMENT

The movement for Hispanic-American civil rights, as we perceive it today, did not gain its footing until the early 1960s. Before this time, the movement lacked a strong identity. It was composed of several independent, ad hoc movements of Latinos from different countries, backgrounds, and cultures, although most were of Mexican heritage. These groups were new to the United States, were geographically diverse, and feared deportation. The early movements began in the mid-nineteenth century in reaction to land disputes and discriminatory immigration policies, but unlike the early AfricanAmerican and feminist movements, Latinos at first lacked a united, nationally recognizable message and leadership. Language posed a substantial barrier to broad acceptance, as civil rights speeches delivered in Spanish failed to capture the attention or empathy of the mainstream English-speaking press and politicians. Whether their grievances involved wage discrimination, worker standards, or basic xenophobia, the language barrier often posed an insurmountable hurdle. Beginning in the 1960s, however, the splintered movements succeeded in drawing together Hispanic Americans from different cultures, organizing a coordinated effort around common issues and, in English and Spanish, calling for far-reaching social and political change. *

The first phase of Latino protest emerged in 1848, after the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed, in which Mexico ceded upper California and New Mexico (including Arizona) to the United States and recognized U.S. claims over Texas, with the Rio Grande as its southern boundary. Although the pact guaranteed Mexican Americans living in these areas a right to their land and the legal protections of U.S. citizenship, this promise was largely an empty one. These new Americans quickly met with the same political, economic, and social bigotry that other minorities faced. By the 1860s, speculators and squatters used the 1862 Homestead Act illegally to strip Hispanic Americans of the land purportedly protected by the Hidalgo treaty.The U.S. federal government largely ignored these injustices, and as a whole, the language difference muffled the voices of dissent from within the Hispanic community.

In the meantime, the demand for inexpensive labor in California and the Southwest spiked, particularly to man farms and to build the transcontinental railroad. Further, with the Mexican Revolution forcing thousands more northward, the Mexican-American population continued to rise. By the midto late-nineteenth century, southwestern and far western farming and industry depended on Hispanic immigrants as the primary source of cheap labor. Like Asian Americans in California, Mexican Americans were denied therights of citizenship, worker protections, and equal access to basic education and health care, in spite of the value of their labor. Many were “repatriated”—or deported—to Mexico, particularly in periods of economic downturn. Although some small civil rights groups spoke out and an occasional proLatino speech graced the floors of Congress, activists did not protest en masse until the late 1950s, under the leadership of men like Pablo De La Guerra. Those who did speak out were often ignored at the time and later excluded from historical accounts. In 1940 George I. Sánchez, a leading MexicanAmerican scholar, described his people as “the forgotten Americans . . . incapable of voicing their views and feelings.”

Pointing to inhumane labor practices, poverty, educational inequity, and violated land treaties (stemming back to Guadalupe Hidalgo), a new guard of Chicano activist leaders came to power in the midtwentieth century. From Reies Tijerina to César Chávez, these leaders benefited from a growing Hispanic-American population, guidance from the black community, and a surge in national attention to labor abuses and civil rights. Historically marginalized and forgotten by the Anglo-American mainstream, the Latino community needed a nationwide civil rights effort to expose the inequities it faced—not just on the farm but in cities and suburban communities as well. Their words fell on a reinvigorated Hispanic populus which, at universities, in cities, and in small towns, had lost its patience with decades of “anti-brown” discrimination. Although some Latino leaders, like José Angel Gutiérrez, followed a radical approach akin to the black power movement (especially as the Vietnam War flared), Chávez and his compatriots pursued a path of nonviolent protest paved by Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., and others. The Latino community used boycotts and the media to bring attention to poverty, labor abuses (involving wages, hours, and union busting) and the closely connected issue of immigration. The immigration issue is a problem almost unique to Hispanic Americans—Asian Americans have also struggled with it. The civil rights implications involving farm and migrant labor were largely ignored until Chávez gained the attention of the American people. Although Chavez’s approach and positions often varied from those of other Chicano leaders, his words, and especially the boycotts he organized, earned Chávez (and the Hispanic-American movement) the national spotlight. Hispanic Americans have since benefited from civil rights legislation initially passed for blacks and from legal protections earned by and distinctive to their cause. For example, in the 1970s, the Mexican American Legal Defense Fund was instrumental in promoting bilingual education efforts. And in 1994, when more than 60 percent of California citizens approved Proposition 187, prohibiting social services to aliens, the Hispanic-American outcry prompted a social debate—and ultimate repeal of this law. The Latino voice continues to grow stronger in the American polity and in the drive for equal opportunity.



THE ASIAN-AMERICAN MOVEMENT

Like Hispanic Americans, Asian Americans did not find a more unified voice until the late 1960s, following generations of silence and splintering caused largely by intimidation, cultural differences, and internal disorganization.* In the nineteenth century, Asian Americans organized to demand greater benefits for their community, and struck for higher wages and fair treatment on farms. But these activities were usually in response to individual incidents; their efforts never developed into a broad civil rights movement, with a defined agenda, akin to that of the anti-slavery effort.Today’s Asian-American movement began in earnest at the height of the 1960s civil rights struggle, when Asian-American students organized for social justice, racial equality, and political empowerment. They also began to look to the courts to remedy discriminatory laws. In the forty years since, as the movement has become more organized, its influence has reached deeper into the political establishment, having widespread effects on contemporary civil rights and equal opportunity legislation.

Much like other immigrants who arrived in the mid-nineteenth century, Asian Americans were immediately victims of xenophobia, discriminatory laws, wage inequity, violence, and wretched work conditions. They were praised for their work ethic but blamed whenever the economy turned sour. An anti-Asian movement (often referring to Asians as a “Yellow Peril”) spread like wildfire across the nation, particularly in the American West in heavily Asian pockets like San Francisco. School boards banned ethnic Asian children from public schools. Whites boycotted their stores, calling them disloyal and unproductive citizens. Although they occasionally spoke out, more often than not, language, cultural barriers, and fear of retaliation suppressed any coordinated Asian-American civil rights movement.Those who tried to protest discriminatory treatment often fell victim to violence. Aside from an occasional outburst, small community rally, or ephemeral movement for pro-immigration legislation, ethnic Asians kept their heads down and their voices silent. This pattern continued deep into the twentieth century, even after scores of Asian Americans fought in World War I.

But that began to change during World War II, after President Franklin Roosevelt ordered the formation of Japanese-American internment camps, ostensibly to protect the nation from Japanese espionage or revolt.Thousands of Japanese Americans on the West Coast were torn from their homes, stripped of their possessions, and forced to live for years as outcasts behind barbed wire. Roosevelt’s decision sparked a public outcry from those both within and outside the Japanese-American community, though many in Congress, the media, and the Supreme Court (in Korematsu v. United States) stood by the decision. But even that protest was measured; it was limited predominantly to a lone community rally, newspaper article, or liberal voice in Congress. After all, most Asian immigrants, though they had lived in the United States for decades, were not citizens because of a 1790 law restricting naturalization to whites; they could not vote, and most were still restricted in their employment opportunities. Others were forced to attend segregated schools and prevented from organizing labor unions.

With the rise of the black civil rights movement in the 1960s, which brought racial discrimination to center stage, Asian Americans began to think of themselves—and speak publicly—as a cohesive minority group. The first Asian-American civil rights organizations sprouted on college campuses, the very places where other oppressed groups had found their footing as a community, shortly after these minorities gained admission. Like Chicanos, AsianAmerican students, the sons and daughters of immigrants, became a presence on college campuses at the height of the civil rights era.They joined the New Left student movement to fight for black liberation and against the Vietnam War.

But Asian-American students soon found themselves marginalized, without a prominent voice on campus or a recognized agenda to advance. Although departments in women’s and black studies flourished on college campuses, Asian Americans lacked their own academic programs. With the nation’s attention on the black movement, civil rights leaders at universities—black, white, or other—focused their efforts on the African-American agenda, like voting rights and desegregation.The Asian-American message of discrimination against their community was drowned out and unable to compete for attention.Whereas King, Friedan, and Chávez articulated the concerns of their respective communities, they were without a leading national figure to define their issues and win the favor of politicians in Congress or reporters in the press. Only on rare occasions did a story about anti-Asian discrimination ever make the newspapers or an Asian-American activist get the attention of a United States senator.

This situation began to change as Asian-American students began to organize in large numbers. Taking cues from the black movement, they rallied against discrimination, labor abuses, anti-immigrant policies, and mainstream misgivings about their culture. Asian Americans were often the “forgotten” minority; it was always assumed that they were the “successful minority,” in need of little assistance. This perception was a false one. Asian Americans remained marginalized in American cities, and in political circles and like other minority groups, they were victim to unequal treatment and opportunity. The students of the 1960s sought to change this misperception and fight the entrenched xenophobia that kept their people at the fringes. They demanded courses on Asian-American culture, language, and history, and a voice in the debate over civil rights. At the national level, they sought legal protections, such as affirmative action, that were afforded to other minority groups. In 1968, for example, Asian Americans joined other students of color to participate in the Third World Strike at San Francisco State College, which brought national attention to the educational and socioeconomic ills of Asian Americans in California. Since then, campaigns like this have flourished. Beginning in the 1970s, activists demanded and achieved reparations for the Japanese-American internment; others continue to decry discrimination in the media and public policy. Today, there are scores of leaders and organizations committed to addressing publicly the specific conditions of Asian Americans, whose voices have spurred an expansion of cultural pride and a defense of the Asian-American civil rights agenda. Asian Americans are not free from discrimination; the targeting of Korean-American store owners during the Los Angeles Riots in 1992 was a sign of that. But overall, the AsianAmerican community today is more accepted, assimilated, and successful, not just in its financial might but also in its presence and influence in neighborhoods nationwide.



THE GAY RIGHTS MOVEMENT

The gay rights movement did not find its voice in earnest until the mid- to late twentieth century, and even then, the community was noticeably divided over its agenda, tactics, and approach.*  Years earlier, in 1924, German-born Henry Gerber founded the Society for Human Rights in Chicago, the first organization publicly committed to the goal of advancing equality for homosexuals. But, like others who tried before him, Gerber and his organization encountered two long-standing obstacles. First, on the law books and in the eyes of mainstream society, including the medical community, homosexuality was considered deviant behavior. Second, most gays and lesbians hid their own identity, in fear of embarrassment or marginalization at work, at home, and among friends. The reality of public condemnation and self-isolation limited their potential to mount public protest and kept gay men and women from advocating for their own civil rights.

These attitudes did not change until after World War II, with the release of the Kinsey Report on sexual behavior. Published in 1948, this report found the incidence of homosexuality to be much higher than previously suspected. Only a few years later, in 1950, pioneer activist Harry Hay identified homosexuals as a minority group. To advance his cause, Hay founded the Mattachine Society, which demanded for homosexuals the same civil rights granted to other minorities. Though at first cloaked in secrecy, the Mattachines later made their opinions heard through meetings and monthly newsletters, which eventually achieved wide circulation and reached previously isolated members of the gay community. Although Hay began his activities in Los Angeles, soon chapters of the Mattachine Society opened in cities across the country. And in San Francisco in 1955, a lesbian group founded the Daughters of Bilitis to fight discrimination against gay women.

From that point forward, gay activism assumed a public persona, particularly as the civil rights era of the 1960s unfolded. More gays and lesbians felt freer to go public with their homosexual identity, demanding their right to the same protections as other minorities. Citing a need to build on the efforts of oppressed groups, gay activists organized their own parades, lobbying efforts, education campaigns, and mass demonstrations. Drawing on the language, nonviolent tactics, and leadership styles of female and black leaders, the movement rallied large numbers of once-closeted gays to speak out. Activists in the community began to publish widely, teach others, and advance public understanding. In the summer of 1969, these activities reached an empowering, watershed moment at the Stonewall Inn, a club on Christopher Street in Greenwich Village, New York. In what has since become known as the Stonewall Riots, gays and lesbians sparked a spontaneous demonstration, awakening the nation—including the media and government—to the realities of homophobia, anti-gay discrimination, and police brutality. They also staked their claim as an oppressed minority in the larger civil rights movement. The word “Stonewall” entered the vocabulary of lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, and transgendered people everywhere as a potent emblem of how the gay community took a stand against oppression and demanded full equality. Because of this activism, which led to scientific discussion, the American Psychiatric Association eliminated homosexuality from its Diagnostic and Statistical Manual  of Mental Disorders in 1973.

In 1979 more than 100,000 gays and lesbians marched on Washington demanding equal treatment under the law. Although much of their agenda remains unfulfilled, modern demands do not differ greatly from those of twenty-four years ago. The gay community still advocates equality and equal opportunity in family rights, employment, marriage, housing, the military service, and healthcare, especially in light of the HIV/AIDS crisis. Many of these objectives resonate with those of other minority groups, even though the exact approach or rhetoric may differ. Still, historically, African-American, feminist, and Hispanic-American organizations have included neither gay issues in their agendas nor openly gay people as partners in their efforts and vice versa. Legislation crafted to advance the civil rights agenda has generally failed to recognize gays as a protected group. For example, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 did not include “sexual orientation” as a protected class, and efforts to introduce new legislative protections—like the Employment Nondiscrimination Act in the late 1990s—have failed repeatedly. In the late 1990s, after a surge of hate crimes targeted gays, such as the 1998 murder of college student Matthew Shephard, Congress still refused to pass meaningful hate-crime legislation.

But the gay movement has not faltered. To the contrary, the movement has only grown more organized, more vocal, and more recognized in recent years. Despite criticism for his policy on gays in the military, Bill Clinton was the first president to attend fund-raisers and public events for gay organizations. And early in his tenure as president, George W. Bush followed suit. Additionally, mainstream civil rights organizations have started to take a more active role in including gay rights as part of their own agendas. With these developments—and a new public confidence—the gay and lesbian voice echoes loudly in what is now a more open civil rights movement.



LEARNING FROM OTHER VOICES: THE ROOTS OF THIS COLLECTION

My own interest in the power of words, the force of civil rights rhetoric, came to fruition while I was a speechwriter for President Bill Clinton. Clinton demonstrated this power of the bully pulpit—teaching me that with it, the president can help the people overcome. He helped me recognize that Dr. King’s “I Have a Dream” address was not just a great civil rights speech but a great American speech. Before joining Clinton’s team of speechwriters in 1998, I was a young politophile, just a spectator tracking Bill Clinton in the New York Times and on the Internet. I read speech after speech that he delivered, from the campaign trail and then from the White House. Clinton’s candid approach to race and the level of trust he evoked from minority communities particularly impressed me. Since his days as governor of Arkansas, in his policies and rhetoric, he had urged Americans from all backgrounds to be more accepting of those unlike themselves—to reach across the lines that had historically divided Americans. From “mending, not ending,” affirmative action to “building One America,” Clinton often used his daily speaking opportunities to advance the civil rights agenda and to promote racial unity. Not until I joined the president in actually crafting those words did I fully understand the depth of consideration—and history—that went into every one of Clinton’s civil rights addresses.* He urged his speechwriters to proceed cautiously, recognizing the potential power of his words, and always to train a keen eye on history.

Take, for example, Clinton’s November 1998 speech at an awards ceremony for the Little Rock Nine. In 1957, under the protection of the National Guard, nine black children walked through the schoolhouse doors of Little Rock’s Central High—overcoming threats of violence from the citizens of Arkansas and Governor Orval Faubus. These young heroes forced the integration of a school system long committed to segregation. Invoking themes from the civil rights movement, Clinton used his speech to celebrate their legacy and latest honor, the Congressional Gold Medal, which was bestowed as an expression of national appreciation for their distinguished achievement.

In preparing his remarks, Bill Clinton did what a good leader does when talking about race: He looked to the speeches of those who came before him. He urged us to draw on the examples of other orators—famous and obscure—who had embraced speech in pursuit of equality. Clinton himself, as a student of the civil rights movement, had read works by or about the most celebrated leaders. He had memorized King’s March on Washington address and could recite parts of Lincoln and Kennedy speeches from memory.

The approach our office brought to crafting the president’s words for the Little Rock Nine was similar to that used in other presidential speeches. We never delivered a draft of a civil rights speech to the president without first reading the texts of celebrated figures, whether that included Frederick Douglass, Susan B. Anthony, or César Chávez. Their words, and their approach, were more instrumental to our work than any briefing book or policy paper.

This compilation evolved from that process. While rummaging through the bookshelves of the White House Library, I discovered that few civil rights speech anthologies exist in print. I could not find one book to put on my office shelf, no single volume containing the fiery rhetoric of Du Bois, the drawling prose of Lyndon Johnson, and the measured verse of Betty Friedan. This collection was crafted to be a central source of civil rights speeches for writers, activists, and students of history.



HOW SPEECH HAS CHANGED

When the African-American civil rights leader Marcus Garvey spoke nearly a century ago, his followers and detractors scrutinized each word; they dissected, repeated, and memorized nearly every sentence. The early activists rarely spoke publicly, so when they did, people listened closely to every word. Before the advent of television and the modern media, the stakes for an individual speech were much higher, and each text was reprinted, circulated, and read widely. For example, when a freed slave addressed an audience, listeners published entire transcripts of his or her remarks and circulated them around abolitionist communities.

In contrast, in contemporary speeches the inevitable ten-second sound bites often drive the text. This is not of a leader’s choosing but rather a recognition of the twenty-four-hour news cycle that supplies dozens of cable stations and the Internet. At the White House, the media’s insatiable appetite for up-to-the-minute, “new” news has forced the office of the president to satiate them with endless events and sometimes warmed-over rhetoric. The press rarely airs a politician’s entire speech—or even a five-minute story on its content. In fact, only a few lines dictate the success of even the most major speeches, like ones announcing a president’s budget or the State of the Union address.

It is easy to forget that, until the advent of cable, whenever a major figure spoke, his or her words were not replayed over and over again on half a dozen news stations, as every speech—strong or flaccid—is today. In the 1960s, King delivered versions of his “I Have a Dream” speech at dozens of venues before perfecting it on national television. If he had spoken today, it is likely that portions of each one of his speeches would have been aired repeatedly, perhaps diminishing the value of his finale. The same could be said for any of the historic oratorical feats, from Abraham Lincoln to Elizabeth Cady Stanton to John F. Kennedy. Still, although television in the modern era has diminished the worth of an individual speech, it has also allowed for the success of struggles like the civil rights movement, whose progress depended on northerners’ witnessing, firsthand, thousands of Freedom Riders physically being beaten as they attempted to ride a desegregated interstate bus through the segregated South. If television had not been there, King’s dream sequence, Chávez’s fasts, and Johnson’s call for voting reforms might not carry the power they still do today.

In turn, today’s speechwriter, including those at the White House, must speculate as to which line of any given speech the media will highlight. The speechwriter must adjust the tone of the text and the context of every phrase to accommodate this reality. When an orator is judged merely by a few words, his presentation is inevitably affected. A leader today has a very limited window in which to persuade a broad audience. He comes to recognize that what is important is not how he interacts with the audience directly in front of him but rather how he is judged by the millions perched in front of their televisions and computer screens at home. Because it is nearly impossible to produce poetic prose of historic worth several times a day, this new environment has often diminished the quality of the average speech.

Still, this modern environment does not mean that great civil rights speeches have vanished, particularly among preachers, activists, and civil rights leaders. It is just that the average text—at least in the political arena—is not consistently at the level of decades ago. But that may have been precipitated by the decline of the church, the dilution of civil rights movements, or the explosion of the mass media. Additionally, it can be argued that, overall, in light of these factors, the value of good rhetoric has waned. Still, there are several exceptions, and I have included many of them in this collection. They tend to be ones that were prepared to commemorate important occasions or milestones or to announce a new effort, like the recent debate over gay marriage or racial profiling. Although many of these selections were less recognized at the time they were delivered than they are now, they are equal in quality to their peers from different eras.



READING THIS COLLECTION

In any book, space is a limiting factor. There were simply not enough pages in a one-volume anthology to print every civil rights speech of historical and rhetorical significance, thus forcing reams of powerful and persuasive passages to the back shelf. I have included speeches, if available, from each movement and historical period. In some cases, for reasons discussed earlier, the pickings were slim. But in most cases, I struggled over what to exclude. For instance, although the 1960s were rife with superior African-American speeches, many made congruous points or were delivered to similar audiences. Similarly, for the abolitionist era, I could include only two of Frederick Douglass’s speeches, though there were more than a dozen I would have liked to publish. Making the final selections was not an easy process, and I would therefore like to share my criteria.

First, I had to decide what came under the broad umbrella of “civil rights.” I defined the category as any speech delivered with the express intent of advancing liberties for an oppressed group. I have conspicuously omitted what would today be construed as anti–civil rights rhetoric, although several important selections, such as those by Malcom X and Louis Farrakhan, are at times divisive and fueled by anger—not all of it righteous.

Second, I have included speeches from five distinct civil rights movements, dating from the colonial period to the present: African American, Asian American, Hispanic American, gay, and women. The rhetoric from other groups is equally rich and illuminating, but again, space forced me to narrow my focus. There remains a need for another collection of speeches given by Native Americans, people with disabilities, and white ethnic groups.

I have tried to include a balanced number of speeches from each movement, within the realities of each group’s prominence on the public stage. This meant that I included more speeches by blacks and women than by Asians, gays, and Hispanics because of the relative depth and duration of each movement, as well as the sheer size of each group. Additionally, the availability of speech transcripts and other materials varied substantially for each group. Whereas there is an abundance of African-American transcripts in print, there is a dearth of those delivered by Asian and Hispanic Americans before the 1940s.

Third, within these confines, I have included what I view as the most important speeches in terms of rhetorical and historical significance. In some cases, a speech was selected primarily for its stirring language and lofty, vivid imagery. Others were chosen more for their importance to either the progress of a particular movement or to the larger civil rights struggle—even when the rhetoric itself was lacking. On the surface, not every speech is Churchillian in its verbiage or even evocative in a traditional sense. But each speech is significant in terms of the idea it addresses, the audience in attendance, the era in which it was given, or the person by whom it was delivered.

Fourth, I organized this collection chronologically and divided it into four sections to offer an historical—and a digestible—overview of the evolution of the American civil rights movement. The first section, “Early America: Early Dissent,” spans the colonial period through 1865, the year that marked the end of the Civil War and de jure slavery. During this era, activists (particularly abolitionists) emerged and first found their public voice. Though dominated by the anti-slavery and women’s movements, it also includes some of the rhetoric from the Hispanic- and Asian-American movements. The second section, “Measured Gains:Two Steps Forward, One Step Backward,” covers the period 1866 through 1949, which marked the beginning of the American civil rights era. This section includes rhetoric from across the spectrum, with a focus on the black and early feminist civil rights movements. The third section, “The Civil Rights Era: Lift Every Voice,” contains speeches from 1950 through 1969, the time during which the most significant gains were made among the public at large and on the legislative front. For the most part, every group represented in this anthology established its agenda and found its voice during this span of years. Finally, the fourth section, “The Current Struggle: Slow but Steady Progress,” includes speeches from 1970 to 1998.This period has been a period of adjustment following the successful but stormy civil rights era, which began to lose momentum in the late 1960s. During this period, which extends until today, the agenda of all groups has shifted to some degree and many earlier legal and political gains have faltered.

Finally, before each speech and where possible, I have provided the reader with a sense of the speech’s setting and historical time period, as well as a brief description of the orator’s background. I encourage you to pay particular attention to the context. King’s televised words before an audience of millions at the Lincoln Memorial differ greatly from those he delivered in a black church a decade earlier.

Many of the speeches are published in their entirety and their original form, with few omissions. Others have been edited for reasons of length and superfluous material, but hopefully not at the expense of quality or content. I have also provided titles for speeches that lacked them.
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Plato once wrote, “He who would be a good orator ought to be just, and skilled in the knowledge of things just.” My hope is that this anthology will serve as an inspiration for those seeking to be just—whether in the realm of civil rights, science, business, law, education, or entertainment. We are all students of history, and the courageous acts—and words—of those who came before us can prove inspirational, just as they do to leaders today.

I invite you to roll up your sleeves and dig through the speeches in this volume as you would through an old photo album. They are bursting with energy, wit, rebellious prose, innovative ideas, and allegories. In the field of rhetoric, it is only on rare occasion that we are blessed with gripping oration, with words that deserve a lasting place in the annals of history. But time and again, the civil rights movements in America have produced just that kind of powerful, purposeful rhetoric. This anthology includes what I believe to be the best of it.

Also, remember that speeches are unlike most other forms of writing. They are designed to be read aloud. You will not find perfect grammar; the periods and commas will not be where you would expect them in a Henry James novel. Speeches purposely include an abundance of dashes and fragments to help guide the speaker, and they are often full of run-on and choppy sentences. But therein lies their persuasive ability; their abrupt style is what allows them to come alive from the podium with language meant to be delivered to an audience.

That said, I hope you become an active participant in each speech, not only reading the words but experiencing and internalizing them. I encourage you to do exactly what my colleagues and I would do in the Clinton Speechwriting Office as we punched up the next assignment on our computer screens: picture the setting, read the text aloud, and imitate the orator’s intonations (though I might avoid the southern drawl we northern writers acquired over the years). As you read, imagine yourself in the audience, brimming with hope and anticipation as your hero takes the podium and thunders away with an uncommon majesty and an electric passion. That was exactly my own experience as I pored over thousands of civil rights speeches. And it is exactly how I felt when I first read Robert F. Kennedy’s Day of Affirmation address, which lends its words to the title of this collection and, in many ways, inspired its creation.



JOSH GOTTHEIMER 
    Cambridge, Massachusetts 
     January     2003








*Literally, the term “civil rights” connotes the rights of any citizen, no matter what his background; however, I use the term in reference to equal rights for minorities in the United States.

*I use the terms “African American” and “black” interchangeably throughout the book. Not all blacks are native born, nor did their ancestors all emigrate from Africa. Many arrived in the United States from the West Indies and Europe. I should also add that many of the orators included in this anthology use what are now considered pejorative terms in referring to women, gays, and people of color. Over time, the terminology has changed; blacks are no longer referred to as Negroes. I urge you to cast aside what would be inappropriate by today’s standards and seek out the spirit of the words.

*I use the terms “women’s movement” and “feminist movement” interchangeably, both to describe the civil rights effort, even though the “feminist” movement often connotes a more radical approach.

*There were also thirty-two male delegates in attendance at Seneca Falls; Frederick Douglass was the only black male delegate.

†This development was not surprising: Until recently, black women often lacked a seat at the table of the mainstream feminist movement; it was dominated by white middle-class women. The mainstream women’s movement was concerned with its own issues (those concerning white women, like enfranchisement and temperance), not those affecting African Americans. Black women, in turn, had to straddle both the African-American and feminist movements, and they were often excluded from both. Additionally, in the workforce and in the home, black women historically assumed a much different role in their families and communities than white women did. As E. Franklin Frazier put it,“Neither economic necessity nor tradition . . . instilled in her the spirit of subordination to masculine authority.” Maria W. Stewart, the first black female writer to gain prominence, urged black women in the early nineteenth century to exert themselves and lift “the rising generation.”

*Although I have included a sampling of speeches articulating this opinion, the majority of speeches I have included are by those who favored women’s liberation.

*I use the terms “Hispanic American” and “Latino” to represent Americans descending from Mexico, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Latin America, and Europe. Over the years, Hispanic Americans, as a broad community, have also been referred to as “Chicanos,” though that term was initially used in referencing “Mexican Americans.” I use the three terms interchangeably in this book.

*Like the term “Hispanic American,” the phrase “Asian American” incorporates several immigrant groups of Asian descent, including but not limited to Chinese, Filipinos, Japanese, and Koreans. Each nation and its citizens have a unique relationship and history with the United States. Chinese Americans, for example, first arrived in California during the Gold Rush in the mid-1800s. In the early 1900s, the first group of Koreans came to Hawaii, and the first group of Filipino students came to study at American universities. For the most part, Asians who immigrated in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries migrated toward cities and agricultural communities in California. For example, most Japanese immigrants arrived in San Francisco, where they often worked on farms and in city stores. After arriving, Asian immigrants tended to settle into small enclaves composed of people from their homeland who shared similar customs and language. Those who did not settle in cities went to work on the transcontinental railroad, where they were a valuable source of inexpensive and hardworking labor.

*In discussing the gay rights movement, I use the terms “gay,” “lesbian,” and “homosexuals” interchangeably.

*In 1998, after having worked on the 1996 Clinton-Gore reelection team, I joined the White House Speechwriting Office, first as the staff director and then as a presidential speech-writer. I remained there for the remainder of Clinton’s second term.








OEBPS/images/9780786747658-text_0037_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780786747658-text_0003_002.jpg
BASIC

CIVITAS
BOOKS
A Member of the
Perseus Books Group

Tl Tk





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Splendid . .. Ripples of Hope

s moré than a repository

It allows readers to s






OEBPS/images/Il_9780786747658-text_0003_001.jpg





