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I T I S A P L E A S U R E T O S P E A K H E R E O N T H E

A N N I V E R S A RY O F O U R N AT I O N ’ S

I N D E P E N D E N C E . A S S O M E O N E W H O R E L I S H E S

T H E A B I L I T Y T O D O A N D S AY W H AT E V E R I

PLEASE, INDEPENDENCE IS ACONCEPT NEAR

A N D D E A R T O M Y H E A R T !

B E C A U S E Y O U W E R E K I N D E N O U G H TO

INVITE ME HERE, I’M NOT GOING TO BORE YOU
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W I T H A S P E E C H . I ’ M N O T E V E N G O I N G T O

T E L L Y O U I ’ M N O T G O I N G TO B O R E Y O U W I T H

A S P E E C H A N D T H E N P R O C E E D T O T A L K A T

Y O U F O R 3 0 M I N U T E S . W H A T I ’ D L I K E T O D O

IS TO SHARE AFEW STORIES, AFEW

ANECDOTES, OF PEOPLE WHO HAVE

U N D E R S TO O D T H E M E A N I N G O F L I B E RT Y A N D

STRUGGLED AGAINST THE ODDS TO BECOME

F R E E . I T H I N K O F T H E S E P E O P L E B E C A U S E

O F T H E R I S K S T H E Y H AV E TA K E N A N D T H E

C O U R A G E T H E Y H AV E D I S P L AY E D . I VA L U E
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T H E M N O T O N L Y B E C A U S E O F T H E K I N D O F

P E O P L E T H E Y W E R E B U T B E C A U S E O F T H E

K I N D O F N AT I O N T H E Y I N S I S T E D T H AT W E

B E C O M E . I R E S P E C T T H E M N O T B E C A U S E O F

T H E I N F L U E N C E T H E Y W I E L D E D B U T B E C A U S E

OF THE POWER THEY SEIZED. IT IS USEFUL, I

THINK, TO RECALL THEIR STORIES NOT TO

DWELL ON THE PAST, BUT TO SEE CONCRETE

E V I D E N C E O F W H AT WA S I N O R D E R TO G A I N

I N S P I R AT I O N F O R W H AT C A N B E .

D O Y O U R E M E M B E R H E M A N S W E AT T ? H E
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W A S A N O R D I N A R Y M A N W H O H A D A N

E X T R A O R D I N A R Y D R E A M : T O L I V E I N A W O R L D

IN WHICH AFRO-AMERICANS AND WHITES,

ALIKE, WERE AFFORDED EQUAL OPPORTUNITY

T O S H A R P E N T H E I R M I N D S A N D T O H O N E

THEIR SKILLS. UNFORTUNATELY, OFFICIALS AT

T H E U N I V E R S I T Y O F T E X A S L A W S C H O O L D I D

NOT SHARE HIS V IS ION. C O N S T R A I N E D B Y

THE SHACKLES OF PREJUDICE, AND INCAPABLE

O F S E E I N G P E O P L E F O R W H O T H E Y W E R E

T H E Y D E N I E D H E M A N S W E AT T A D M I S S I O N TO
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L A W S C H O O L S O L E L Y B E C A U S E H I S C O L O R

W A S N O T T H E I R S . I T W A S A D E V A S T A T I N G

BLOW, AND ASTINGING REJECTION, APAINFUL

R E M I N D E R O F T H E C H A S M T H A T S E P A R A T E S

W H I T E F R O M N E G R O .

B U T H E M A N S W E A T T H E L D O N T O W H A T

R A C I S M T R I E D T O S N U F F O U T: A S E N S E O F

SELF AND ARECOGNITION OF PLACE, A

DETERMINATION TO ATTAIN THE BEST, AND A

R E F U S A L TO S E T T L E F O R A N Y T H I N G L E S S .

H E M A N S W E A T T K N E W W H A T W H I T E
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S E G R E G AT I O N I S T S T R I E D T O F O R G E T: T H AT

NONE OF US, AFRO, WHITE OR BLUE, WILL

E V E R R E S T U N T I L W E A R E A L L T R U L Y F R E E .

H E M A N S W E A T T D I D N O T P U R S U E L I B E R T Y

ALONE. JUST AFEW YEARS EARLIER, A

C O U P L E N A M E D S H E L L E Y T R I E D TO D O W H AT

W H I T E A M E R I C A H A D D O N E F O R Y E A R S - L I V E

IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD OF THEIR CHOICE.

BUT TO WHITE HOMEOWNERS IN MISSOURI,

SUCH AUDACITY WAS TOO THREATENING TO BE

TOLERATED; IN THEIR VIEW, WHITES BELONGED
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IN ONE WORLD, NEGROES IN ANOTHER. THEY

C O U L D N O T S E E T H E S I M I L A R I T I E S T H AT

L I N K E D T H E M TO T H E S H E L L E Y S : T H E C O M M O N

DESIRE TO EARN ALIVING, TO RAISE

CHILDREN, TO OWN AND CARE FOR AHOME.

T H E Y S A W O N LY D I F F E R E N C E . I G U E S S T O

THEM, IF THE UNITED STATES WAS INDEED A

MELTING POT, THEN NEGROES EITHER DIDN’T

GET IN THE POT OR THEY DIDN’T GET MELTED

D O W N !

WHATEVER THE REASON FOR THEIR MYOPIC
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VISION, THE SHELLEYS WERE FORCED TO DO

W H A T N E G R O E S H A V E H A D T O D O F O R Y E A R S :

U S E T H E O N L Y W E A P O N T H E Y H A D - T H E I R

R I G H T T O A D A Y I N C O U R T - T O G A I N T H E

R I G H T S T O W H I C H T H E Y W E R E

CONSTITUTIONALLY ENTITLED. FORTUNATELY,

FOR OUR HISTORY, THE SHELLEYS WON THEIR

SUIT, BUT EVEN IF THEY HAD LOST, T H E Y

WOULD HAVE KNOWN MORE FREEDOM THAN

THE WHITES WHO TRIED TO SHUT THEM OUT

WOULD EVER KNOW. RACISM SEPARATES, BUT
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I T N E V E R L I B E R AT E S . H AT R E D G E N E R AT E S

FEAR, AND FEAR, ONCE GIVEN AFOOTHOLD,

BINDS, CONSUMES, AND IMPRISONS. NOTHING

I S G A I N E D F R O M P R E J U D I C E . N O O N E

B E N E F I T S F R O M R A C I S M .

A S I T H I N K B A C K O N T H E S E C O U R A G E O U S

PEOPLE WHO CAME BEFORE, IWONDER WHAT

B E C A M E O F T H E C H A L L E N G E T H E S W E AT T ’ S

A N D T H E S H E L L E Y ’ S P R O V I D E D . T H E Y W O R K E D

FOR LIBERTY. THEY FOUGHT FOR FREEDOM.

T H E Y I N S I S T E D U P O N J U S T I C E . T H E Y W E R E
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OPTIMISTIC, AS IWAS, THAT RACIAL

I N T E R A C T I O N W O U L D B R E E D U N D E R S TA N D I N G

AND THAT UNDERSTANDING, IN TURN, WOULD

P R O D U C E H E A L I N G A N D R E D E M P T I O N . T H E Y

WERE HOPEFUL, AS IWAS, THAT OVER TIME,

A M E R I C A W O U L D G R O W TO WA R D J U S T I C E A N D

E X PA N D T O WA R D E Q U A L I T Y. H A D I T H O U G H T I N

T H E WA K E O F S M I T H V. A L LW R I G H T A N D

SHELLEY V. KRAEMER AND BROWN V. BOARD

OF EDUCATION THAT IWOULD BE GIVING A

TA L K N O W O N T H E A N N I V E R S A R Y O F O U R
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NATION’S INDEPENDENCE, IWOULD HAVE

P R E D I C T E D T H A T I W O U L D H A V E S P O K E N W I T H

MUCH PRIDE AND OPT IM ISM OF THE ENORMOUS

P R O G R E S S T H I S N AT I O N H A D M A D E .

B U T A S I S U R V E Y T H E W O R L D H E M A N

SWEATT AND THE SHELLEYS LEFT BEHIND, I

W I S H I C O U L D S AY T H AT R A C I S M A N D

PREJUDICE WERE ONLY DISTANT MEMORIES. I

WISH ICOULD SAY THAT THIS NATION HAD

TRAVELED FAR ALONG THE ROAD TO SOCIAL

JUSTICE, AND THAT LIBERTY AND EQUALITY
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W E R E J U S T A R O U N D T H E B E N D . I W I S H I

C O U L D S AY T H AT A M E R I C A H A S C O M E T O

A P P R E C I A T E D I V E R S I T Y A N D T O S E E A N D

A C C E P T S I M I L A R I T Y.

BUT AS ILOOK AROUND, ISEE NOT A

N AT I O N O F U N I T Y B U T O F D I V I S I O N - A F R O A N D

WHITE, INDIGENOUS AND IMMIGRANT, RICH AND

POOR, EDUCATED AND ILLITERATE. EVEN

M A N Y E D U C AT E D W H I T E S A N D S U C C E S S F U L

NEGROES HAVE GIVEN UP ON INTEGRATION

AND LOST HOPE IN EQUALITY. THEY SEE
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NOTHING IN COMMONEXCEPT THE NEED TO

F L E E A S F A S T A S T H E Y C A N F R O M O U R I N N E R

C I T I E S . A P U L L M A N P O R T E R O N C E T O L D M E

T H A T H E H A D N E V E R B E E N A N Y P L A C E I N T H E

U N I T E D S TAT E S W H E R E H E D I D N O T H AV E TO

P U T H I S H A N D U P I N F R O N T O F H I S FA C E TO

D I S C O V E R H E W A S A N E G R O . I A M A F R A I D

THE PORTER’S EXPERIENCE IS ST ILL TRUE.

B U T T H E R E I S A P R I C E T O B E PA I D F O R

DIVISION AND ISOLATION, AS RECENT EVENTS

I N C A L I F O R N I A I N D I C AT E . L O O K A R O U N D .
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C A N T Y O U S E E T H E T E N S I O N I N W A T T S ?

C A N T Y O U F E E L T H E F E A R I N S C A R S D A L E ?

C A N T Y O U S E N S E T H E A L I E N A T I O N I N S I M I

V A L L E Y ? T H E D E S P A I R I N T H E S O U T H B R O N X ?

T H E R A G E I N B R O O K L Y N ?

WE CANNOT PLAY OSTRICH. DEMOCRACY

C A N N O T F L O U R I S H A M I D F E A R . L I B E R T Y

CANNOT BLOOM AMID HATE. JUSTICE CANNOT

TAKE ROOT AMID RAGE. -AMERICA MUST GET

TO WORK. IN THE CHILL CLIMATE IN WHICH

WE LIVE, WE MUST GO AGAINST THE
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P R E V A I L I N G W I N D . W E M U S T D I S S E N T F R O M

T H E I N D I F F E R E N C E . W E M U S T D I S S E N T F R O M

T H E A P A T H Y. W E M U S T D I S S E N T F R O M T H E

FEAR, THE HATRED AND THE MISTRUST.- WE

M U S T D I S S E N T F R O M A N A T I O N T H A T H A S

BURIED ITS HEAD IN THE SAND, WAITING IN

VAIN FOR THE NEEDS OF ITS POOR, ITS

ELDERLY, AND ITS SICK TO DISAPPEAR. WE

MUST DISSENT FROM AGOVERNMENT THAT

H A S L E F T I T S Y O U N G W I T H O U T J O B S

EDUCATION, OR HOPE. WE MUST DISSENT

1 6



F R O M T H E P O V E R T Y O F V I S I O N A N D T H E

A B S E N C E O F M O R A L L E A D E R S H I P. W E M U S T

D I S S E N T B E C A U S E A M E R I C A C A N D O B E T T E R

B E C A U S E A M E R I C A H A S N O C H O I C E B U T T O

D O B E T T E R .

T H E L E G A L S Y S T E M C A N F O R C E O P E N

DOORS, AND SOMETIMES, EVEN KNOCK DOWN

W A L L S . B U T I T C A N N O T B U I L D B R I D G E S .

T H A T J O B B E L O N G S T O Y O U A N D M E . A F R O

AND WHITE, RICH AND POOR, EDUCATED AND

ILLITERATE, OUR FATES ARE BOUND TOGETHER.
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