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COMMUNITY
By Dr. DHANPAUL NARINEof The WeekPROFILE

Shirley Chisholm

Before Hillary there was Shirley 
and before her there was Vic-

toria. There were fi ve women who 
ran for President of the United 
States, each making an impact in a 
unique way. 

The fi rst was 
Victoria Woodhull 
who ran in 1872. She 
fought for civil rights 
and social welfare. 
She announced in 
1870 that she was 
running because of the 
prejudice that existed 
against women. She 
picked Frederick 
Douglass as her 
running mate. Wood-
hull was arrested on 
obscenity charges 
and that was the end 
of her campaign. She 
was, however, the 
fi rst person to print 
Karl Marx’s Commu-
nist Manifesto in the 
United States.

In 1940 Gracie Al-
len from the ‘Surprise 
Party’ ran for Pres-
ident. She received 
some ‘write-in’ votes 
but her candidacy 
petered out. Linda 
Jenness ran on a 
socialist platform in 
1972 and received 
83,000 votes while 
Jill Stein picked up 
over 400,000 votes 
in 2012 campaigning 
on a ‘green’ platform. 
But one candidate 
in the quintet that 
continues to excite 
the imagination is 
Shirley Chisholm, the 
fi rst Black woman 
elected to Congress 
and Black candidate 
for President. Shirley 
was defi nitely ahead 
of her time by taking 
on the establishment 
in her fi ght for ‘equal 
rights and economic 
justice.’ As voters 
in the United States 
follow the fortunes of 
Hillary Clinton atten-
tion is being focused 
on the contributions 
of Shirley Chisholm. 
In 1972 she braved 
the politics of the day 
and ran for President 
in a male-dominated 
world.

One of the greatest 
attributes of Shirley was 
the fact that she had the 
best of upbringings. Her 
mother was Barbadian 
and her dad was Guya-
nese. Shirley was born 
in Brooklyn, New York 
and spent some time 

in Barbados where she 
experienced the discipline 
of the Caribbean family. 
She moved to New York 
when she was ten years 
old. Her father was a 
factory worker while her 
mother was a seamstress. 
Shirley developed the 
knack for attention at an 
early age. She was told 
that at the age of three 
she would ask the older 
kids to listen to her.

Shirley did well in 
school and graduated 
from Brooklyn’s Girls 
School in 1942. She 
chose Brooklyn Col-
lege and impressed her 
teachers by winning 
prizes for debates. It was 
during this time that her 
political education took 

place. Brooklyn College 
at the time had only 60 
black students out of a 
total 10,000 students. 
This opened her eyes to 
the plight of minorities. 
According to histori-
an Barbara Winslow, ‘ 
Chisholm chafed at the 
thought that because of 
her skin color she was ex-
pected to be subservient 
to whites. She was deeply 
aware and resentful of the 
fact that whites looked 
upon blacks as inferior 
and in need of help.’ 
Shirley would go on to 

earn a Master’s degree in 
education from Columbia 
University and to be a 
teacher.   

Shirley became active 
in the Democratic Club in 
Bedford-Stuyvesant and 
this sensitized her to the 
problems of the com-
munity. In 1964 Shirley 
decided to run for the 
State Assembly. The odds 
were against her but she 
did her homework and 
was able to win and to 
represent the 17th Assem-
bly District.

This was an historic 
event and Shirley worked 
hard to make improve-
ments to her District. She 
introduced bills to extend 
unemployment benefi ts 
to domestic workers and 

A Black Woman Who Ran For President
helped to get funding for 
the SEEK program that 
gave poor Blacks and 
Latino students scholar-
ships to attend college. 
Shirley was attracting the 
attention of the main-
stream media and legisla-
tors in Albany. She gave 
notice that she intended 
to run for Congress. Shir-
ley ran an inclusive cam-
paign. She realized that 
the Hispanic vote was 
crucial to her chances and 
she spent a lot of her time 
among Hispanics. The 
fact that she could speak 

Spanish also helped. It 
was no easy task but with 
her ‘Unbought and Un-
bossed’ spirit Shirley won 
the Congressional seat 
to represent the Twelfth 
District. Her victory was 
by a wide margin; she 
won with 67 per cent of 
the vote and was the only 
woman to enter Congress 
in 1969, and the fi rst 
Black to so as well. 

Shirley said that she 
intended to use Congress 
as a place to address the 
problems of the nation. 
She was critical of the 
war in Vietnam and 
vowed not to vote for 
money to fund the war. 
Shirley served on the Ed-
ucation and Labor Com-
mittee and from 1977 to 

1981 she was Secretary 
of the Democratic Cau-
cus. She had impressed 
her party enough to be 
described as ‘ an explorer 
and a trailblazer rather 
than a legislative artisan.’ 
It was during this period 
of activism that Shirley 
decided to run for Presi-
dent.

This decision was 
groundbreaking. Shirley 
was already the fi rst black 
woman to run for Con-
gress and now in her sec-
ond term she announced 
that she was running for 

President of the Unit-
ed States. Naturally, it 
caught the attention of the 
public. Shirley’s cam-
paign was known as the 
‘Chisholm Trail’ and she 
won the support of stu-
dents, women and those 
from minority groups.

Shirley campaigned 
across the United States 
and managed to get her 
name on twelve ballots. 
She received 125 delegate 
votes at the Democratic 
National Convention 
which was a credible 
showing. George McGov-
ern went on to win the 
nomination. But Shirley 
had won the admiration 
of many. A Gallup poll 
that was done in 1974 
listed her among the top 

ten admired woman 
in America, ahead of 
Jacqueline Onassis and 
Coretta Scott King. 
This was no mean 
achievement for the 
daughter of working 
class immigrants.

Shirley knew that 
she would not win the 
Presidency but her 
objective was to shake 
up politics in Amer-
ica. It was to strike a 
blow for women and 
peoples of color. His-
torians agree that she 
was able to achieve 

these goals and Shirley 
is today respected as 
a pioneer that paved 
the way for others. 
How did she see her 
contribution?

Shirley says, ‘I did 
the best I could for my 
country. More wom-
en are now entering 
politics and Congress 
and that is wonderful.’ 
Will America ever get 
a woman President? 
Shirley laughed and 
said, ‘A woman will 
become President. 
But she will have to 
be a Vice-President 
fi rst.’ Hillary will have 
other ideas but she 
cannot take  Black 
and minority votes for 
granted.

Shirley Chisholm was the Þ rst Black woman to run for President of the United States. Her mother is Barbadian and her father is Guyanese.  


