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On January 29th of 1969, Shirley Chisholm walked up to the well on the floor of
the House of Representatives and began to speak. “ ...I think it would be hard to imagine
an assignment that is less relevant to my background or to the needs of the
predominantly black and Puerto Rican people who elected me, many of whom are
unemployed, hungry, and badly housed, than the one | was given” (Chisholm, 1970,
p.84). The freshman congresswoman from Bedford-Stuyvesant had been assigned to the
Agriculture Committee, on the subcommittee for rural development and forestry.
Chisholm’s reaction was “Apparently all they know about Brooklyn here in Washington
is that a tree grew there” (Madden, 1969). By audaciously challenging her committee
assignment, Chisholm risked her future success in Congress to fight for her convictions
and for her constituents.

In the 1960's, Bedford-Stuyvesant was largely composed of blacks and other
minorities. It was one of the poorest, most dangerous, and least policed districts in New
York. The New York Times reported on a Justice Department study of the narcotics and
gambling industry in the district. It revealed that “organized crime was grossing more
revenue....in Bedford-Stuyvesant than the Federal Government was collecting in income
taxes from the area” (Burnham, 1972). Chisholm ran for Congress intent on improving

these miserable conditions.
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When Chisholm arrived in Washington in 1968, the House was a place for the
powerful to gain more power and the freshmen to watch and learn. Power was gained by
cultivating relationships with other representatives and obtaining positions on important
“money” committees. The leadership had enormous influence on committee assignments
and overall influence of a legislator. The future of a congressman in the House and in
politics depended on one’s ability to please the leadership. So congressmen, particularly
freshmen, rarely objected to their committee assignments. From 1925 to 1959, only two
ever raised the issue. (Goodwin, 1959)

The seniority system began as a way to fight the establishment, but instead
became an integral part of it. In 1911, a group of congressmen revolted against the
powerful Speaker of the House, Joseph Cannon. They took away his right to appoint
committee chairs and members and established the seniority rule as a safeguard against
the Speaker’s total authority. However, this safeguard created its own problems. George
Goodwin (1959) noted in his paper on seniority that there is a “lack of any dependable
relation between seniority and qualified leadership” (p.418).

Shirley Chisholm realized that to make desperately needed changes for her
constituents, she had to challenge the seniority system and work on a committee relevant
to her district’s issues. Chisholm learned that she had been assigned to the Agriculture
Committee. She was further assigned to the subcommittee on rural development and
forestry, which could have no conceivable impact on her district. So Chisholm objected.
She first spoke with the Speaker, John McCormack, who asked the chairmen of the Ways
and Means and the Agriculture Committees for a change of subcommittee. Her request

was rebuffed. McCormack told her “Mrs. Chisholm, this is the way it is...You have to be
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a good soldier.” Chisholm responded “All my forty-three years | have been a good
soldier...The time is growing late, and I can’t be a good soldier any longer” (Chisholm,
1970, p. 82-83). Next, Chisholm attempted to make a motion on the floor to reconsider
her assignment. “Every time | rose, two or three men jumped up” (ibid, p. 83). The
seniority system foiled her once again, as senior members are always recognized first.

The Congresswoman persevered. She walked to the front of the room and began
to speak. She exposed the discrepancy between the black population and black
representation in Congress; only nine black members were in place, when over fifty
should have been. Chisholm told the House that these nine members should be “where
they can work effectively to help this nation meet its critical problems of racism,
deprivation, and urban decay” (Madden, 1969). She then presented a resolution
instructing the Committee on Committees to find a new committee assignment more
pertinent to her district and experience. The amendment eventually passed and Chisholm
was placed on the Veterans’ Affairs Committee. Risking the respect of her colleagues and
her future in Congress, Shirley Chisholm had challenged the seniority system and won.
Her response, “There are a lot more veterans in my district than trees” (Chisholm, 1970,
p.86).

Shirley Chisholm continued to serve her district faithfully. She spoke out against
the Vietnam War, against the draft, on behalf of the ERA, and in favor of legalizing
abortion. She became honorary president of NARAL, taking a stand on a contentious
issue. She pushed for a national holiday honoring Martin Luther King Jr. in every
legislative session until it passed in 1983. She sponsored bills to halt the importation of

Rhodesian Chrome, to help Cuban and Haitian refugees, to consider child nutrition in
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schools, and to aid Indian families. She used her experience as a teacher to back more
funding for schools and daycare.

In 1972, Chisholm made a bid for the Democratic nomination for president. She
defied the Black Caucus, who attempted to abort her run. She risked her dignity and even
her life, surviving assassination attempts and personal attacks to allow future minority
candidates to have an opportunity. “The door is not open yet, but it is ajar” (Chisholm,
1973, p.4).

When Shirley Chisholm decided to question the system, she did it with reason.
She requested a change in the seniority system so she could have a positive impact on the
district she represented. She challenged the idea that representatives can only help their
district with pork barrel politics, and insisted on making concrete changes to help the
underprivileged. She risked the esteem and popularity that comes with quietly following
tradition and, like John Quincy Adams, “neither sought nor was offered political alliances
or influence” (Kennedy, 1956, p.39). Shirley Chisholm boldly protested a flawed system

and risked her political future for what she believed was right.



2007 Winner of the John F. Kennedy
Profile in Courage Essay Contest for High School Students

Works Cited

"A Brief Biography of Shirley Chisholm." Anti-Defamation League Education. 27 Dec.
2006 <http://www.adl.org/education/chisholm_bio.pdf>.

Abram, M, Cooper, J. “The Rise of Seniority in the House of Representatives.” Polity. 1
(1968): 52-85.

Ashbury, E.E. “Freshman in Congress Won’t Be Quiet.” The New York Times
November 6, 1968. Retrieved December 27,
2006<http://select.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F2071FFF345F127A93C4
A9178AD95F4C8685F9>

Barron, J. “Shirley Chisholm, 'Unbossed’ Pioneer in Congress, Is Dead at 80.” The New
York Times January 3, 2005. Retrieved December 27, 2006, from
<http://www.nytimes.com/2005/01/03/obituaries/03chisholm.html?ex=12624948
00&en=d3c7184431c19ed6&ei=5088&partner=rssnyt>

Burnham, D. “Rapid Rise Found in Brooklyn Crime.” The New York Times 23 Oct.
1972. Retrieved December 27, 2006, from
<http://select.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F20C1EFC3D55137B93C1AB1
78BD95F468785F9>

Chisholm '72 - Unbought and Unbossed. Dir. Shola Lynch. DVD. 20th Century Fox,
2005.

Chisholm, S. Unbought and Unbossed. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1970.
Chisholm, S. The Good Fight. New York, NY: Harper & Row, 1973.

Goodwin, G., Jr. “The Seniority System in Congress.” The American Political Science
Review. 53 (1959): 412-436.

Johnson, T. A. “Rep. Chisholm Declares That She May Run for President in 1972.” The
New York Times August 1, 1971. Retrieved December 27, 2006, from
<http://select.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=FA061EFF355B137A93C3A91
783D85F458785F9>

Kennedy, J.F. Profiles in Courage. New York, NY: Harpers & Brothers, 1956, Harper
Perennial Modern Classics, 2006



2007 Winner of the John F. Kennedy
Profile in Courage Essay Contest for High School Students

Madden, R. L. “House Farm Panel To Get Urban View.” The New York Times
January 19, 1969. Retrieved December 27, 2006, from
<http://select.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F50711F73A541B7B93CAA81
78 AD85F4D8685F

Madden, R. L. “Mrs. Chisholm Gets Off House Farm Committee.” The New York Times
January 29, 1969. Retrieved December 27, 2006, from
<http://select.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F20815F83E59147493C2AAL7
8AD85F4D8685F9>

Masters N.A. “Committee Assignments in the House of Representatives.” The American
Political Science Review. 55 (1961): 345-357.

Scheader, C. Shirley Chisholm: Teacher and Congresswoman. Hillside, NJ: Enslow
Publishers, 1990.

Shirley Anita St. Hill Chisholm: "For the Equal Rights Amendment". American Rhetoric
Retrieved December 27, 2006 from
http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/shirleychisholmequalrights.htm

"Shirley Chisholm." The Washington Post January 4, 2005. Retrieved December 27,
2006, from <http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A48630-
2005Jan4.html?referrer=email\>.

“Symbolic Candidacy.” The New York Times January 27, 1972. Retrieved December
27, 2006, from
<http://select.nytimes.com/mem/archive/pdf?res=F10B17F83555107B93C5AB17
8AD85F468785F9>

"Thomas." The Library of Congress. Retrieved December 27 2006 from
<http://thomas.loc.gov/>.

Woznica, L. “Chisholm, Shirley.” In Black Women in America: Law and Government.
Hine, D.C., ed., New York, NY: Facts On File, Inc. 1997. (pp. 74-76).


http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/shirleychisholmequalrights.htm

